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Sherlock Holmes is often regarded as the embodiment of the materialist/positivist 
movement during the Victorian era. In using science and logic to solve what appear to be 
unsolvable crimes, Doyle seems to show how social order and truth can be arrived at 
through scientific and rational means. Critics have therefore argued that Holmes is, for 
many Victorian readers, a comforting figure because he validates the faith they have 
placed in science and logic. It is therefore not surprising that Holmes is described by 
readers and scholars as a Victorian hero and the perfect Victorian. However, in this 
dissertation, I argue against such a reading and instead suggest that Holmes be read as a 
Romantic detective: one who stands for and reaffirms the Romantic values of 
emotionality and the imagination in arriving at the truth (values which run counter to 
empiricism’s emphasis on emotional distance, and understanding the world primarily 
through physical data/evidence).  
As yet, little research has been done on Holmes in relation to his use of 
language, the publishing culture during the late nineteenth century, and the way Holmes 
was illustrated, even though these significantly influence any reading of Holmes. I will 
therefore be suggesting that Doyle conceptualised Holmes as a romantic rather than a 
scientific hero by looking at these three areas. Chapters Two and Three will focus on 
Holmes’s use of language: through a linguistic analysis of Holmes’s explanations of the 
mysteries and their solutions, I will show how he first adopts a more scientific voice at 
the beginning of each story, but later poeticises the logicality and scientificity of his 
explanations through, for example, the frequent use of metaphors. Holmes’s use of both 
scientific and poetic language implies that his method is one that relies on science and 
art to arrive at the truth, rather than just the former. 
 vii 
In Chapter Four, I will discuss how the short-story and the serialised forms of 
the stories are arguably Romantic forms, and how the Strand magazine, which published 
all the Holmes stories, had a strong romantic slant. These suggest that Doyle perhaps 
conceptualised his stories as Romances. I will then examine the way in which the 
idealised illustrations of Holmes as an attractive figure may be seen as a way of 
endorsing his worldview. Lastly, I will argue towards a view of Sherlock Holmes as a 
critique of Victorian values in the way that it portrays materialism as a dehumanising 
system which is, by itself, incapable of truly bringing about social order. Rather, it is 
Holmes’s imagination, instinct and his quixotic sense of justice that enable him to solve 
crimes and compel him to restore order in society by bringing criminals to justice. Thus, 
contrary to the view that the Holmes stories reaffirm the values of materialism, I argue 
that the stories advocate a worldview that combines artistic and scientific modes of 
thinking as way to correct a society that, in Doyle’s opinion, has become “a little too 






























Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes is often regarded by critics, such as Stephen Knight 
and John Scaggs, as the embodiment of the rationalist and scientific movements during the 
Victorian era in the sense that his method of detection comprises “a scientific approach rooted 
… in the accumulation and cataloguing of data, and rational and logical analysis based on this 
scientific foundation” (Scaggs, 40). This method is not unlike that of Francis Bacon’s 
materialist approach to scientific research, which was highly influential during the nineteenth 
century (Van Dover, (b), 21). Materialism is an approach to science which holds that “nothing 
exists except matter and its movements and modifications. Now also more narrowly: the 
theory or belief that mental phenomena are nothing more than, or are wholly caused by, the 
operation of material or physical agencies” (OED entry on ‘materialism’).  As J. K. Van 
Dover notes, both Holmes’s and Bacon’s methods place a strong emphasis on “practical 
activity (accumulation of data), intellectual passivity (avoidance of theory and hypothesis), 
and consequent certainty (laws of nature)” (Van Dover, (b), 21; see also Agassi, 1982). In 
using this method to solve cases that seem unsolvable, Holmes reaffirms the belief in how 
truth can be arrived at through scientific and rational means, and “[assures readers] that 
disorder could be contained by activating values that leisured readers could all share” 
(Knight, 39). Critics like Knight have therefore argued that Holmes is, for many Victorian 
readers, a reassuring figure because he validates the faith that they have placed in science and 
logic. It is thus not surprising that Holmes is often described by both readers and scholars as a 
hero of the Victorian era and the ideal Victorian man. As Michael Kurland writes, “[for 
Victorian readers] Sherlock Holmes was the perfect Victorian; not as we today imagine 
Victorians: uptight, prudish, repressed, overly mannered, and ridiculously dressed prigs, but 
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as the Victorians thought of themselves: logical, clearheaded, scientific, thoroughly modern 
leaders of the civilised world” (Kurland, x). Stephen Knight similarly notes that Holmes was 
seen as the ideal Victorian not only because is he is his own provider1, but also because he 
“expresses the ideas of material causation and linear history so important to the Victorian 
world-view” (Knight, 74).  
However, the reading of Holmes as a detective who embodies the values of 
materialism is perhaps rather problematic since his method is one that relies as heavily on the 
detective’s instinct and imagination as it does on his scientific knowledge and logical 
reasoning. Doyle himself was strongly against materialism and writes, “[how] a man of 
science can be a materialist is as amazing to me as how a sectarian can limit the possibilities 
of the Creator” (MD, 148). Moreover, since 1880, Doyle had been a firm believer in 
Spiritualism (Wynne, 153), which holds a worldview that is completely different from that of 
materialism, given its belief in the existence of a world beyond the material and the 
possibility of communicating with spirits. This thesis therefore argues for a reading of the 
Holmes stories as a critique of a materialist worldview, and an advocation of a more 
Romantic one2. Indeed, both his wife, Lady Conan Doyle (Jean Leckie), and his son, Adrian 
Conan Doyle3, have separately written that Sherlock Holmes bears much resemblance to 
Doyle himself in that both share a “deep sense of justice” and hold on to the “ideals and spirit 
of honesty, chivalry, nobility and human loveliness” (Lady Conan Doyle, 85). As I will argue, 
                                                       
1 Self-help, as Stephen Knight notes, “that great Victorian virtue, is embodied in [Holmes’s] 
power to succeed with no more than his own abilities” (Knight, 77-8) 
 
2 The aim of this thesis is not to argue that Holmes and his methods are unscientific – as 
Stanton Berg points out, Holmes’s influence on forensic science methodology (particularly to 
cryptology, and in realising the significance of cigarette ash, typewriters and dust) is highly 
significant (Berg (1970), see also Thomas (1999)). Holmes has also made some contributions 
in the field of medical science, particularly psychology and (see Brown (1993), and Roland 
(1980)). Rather, this thesis questions whether Holmes’s approach to science is indeed 
materialist, and instead proposes that it is more Romantic since it requires the use of one’s 
logical and creative faculties.  
 
3 Lady Conan Doyle, “Conan Doyle was Sherlock Holmes”, originally published in Pearson’s 
Magazine, vol. 78 (December 1934), pp. 547-7; and Adrian Conan Doyle, “Conan Doyle was 
Sherlock Holmes”, originally published in John O’London’s Weekly, 5 November 1943, p. 
46. Both are reprinted in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Interviews and Recollections, edited by 
Harold Orel.  
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it is these sentiments that humanise Holmes and motivate him to “take up the cudgel so 
indefatigably [as] a fearless fighter on behalf of the oppressed and the victims of injustice” 
(Lady Conan Doyle, 85). In this way, Holmes may arguably be seen, firstly, as a Romantic 
scientist-detective – that is, a detective who stands for and reaffirms the values of emotion 
and the imagination in arriving at the truth and maintaining order in society; and secondly, as 
a Romantic hero – one whose intellectual powers and deep sense of justice make him 
“superior in degree to other men and to his environment [and] whose actions are marvellous 
but who is himself identified as a human being” (Frye, 33, italics in original). Such a reading 
of Holmes arguably aligns him more closely with Doyle’s own beliefs about science, and how 
he saw imaginativeness and emotionality as ways to correct the dehumanising and alienating 
effects of the scientific and rationalist movements. 
‘Romanticism’ is a highly diffuse term, and it is difficult to give any precise or 
comprehensive definition of it. However, for the purposes of this thesis, the term 
‘Romanticism’ will refer to an approach to art that views emotion, imagination and 
subjectivity as integral to the creative process and also to the way we understand the world – 
as Margaret Drabble writes in The Oxford Companion to English Literature, “Romanticism 
may be regarded as the triumph of the values of imaginative spontaneity, visionary 
originality, wonder, and emotional self-expression over the classical standards of balance, 
order, restraint, proportion and objectivity” (Drabble, 872). With regard to literature, 
Romantic works usually exhibit an “emotional intensity” (Drabble, 873) that may be seen 
from the use of highly emotive and figurative language, as well as the use of suspenseful and 
imaginative storylines – both of which serve to “excite the sympathy of others” (Abrams, (a), 
152),.  
According to the OED, a ‘Romance’ may also be defined as “[a] tale in verse, 
embodying the adventures of some hero of chivalry, especially of those of the great cycles of 
medieval legend, and belonging both in matter and form to the ages of knighthood; also, in 
later use, a prose tale of a similar character” (OED, entry on ‘Romance’). While there is 
definitely a difference between the Romantic works of Scott, Blake and Wordsworth and the 
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medieval Romances of Chaucer and Malory, the two are not mutually exclusive since many 
themes commonly associated with the latter have been appropriated by the Romantics in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This is seen, for example, in the gothic4 and Sensation 
novels of Mary Shelley, Bram Stoker, Wilkie Collins and Robert Louis Stevenson (all of 
which deal with the fantastical and supernatural), as well as in the chivalrous Romances of 
Walter Scott. As Graham Tulloch notes in his introduction to Ivanhoe (1819), chivalry is tied 
to Romanticism in the way that it is often the impetus for idealistic sentiments such as justice, 
freedom and social revolutionism (Tulloch, xxi). Doyle also tells us in his letters that the 
Arthurian legends as well as the works of Scott and Stevenson had a profound impact on his 
writing (Letters, 48 and 177) – like Scott and Stevenson, Doyle endeavoured to write stories 
that “[abound] in exciting scenes, murder and sudden death” (Letters, 242), and had a hero 
who possesses an almost quixotic sense of justice. Thus, the themes of love, chivalry, 
suspense and adventure may also be considered as key features of a Romance.  
The approach that this thesis takes to support its hypothesis is to examine three 
aspects of the Holmes stories that have, thus far, been under-researched – even though they 
significantly influence any reading of Holmes. They are: (i) Holmes’s use of language when 
explaining the solution to the mystery, (ii) the serialised and short story forms of the Holmes 
stories, as well as the strongly Romantic ideals of the Strand magazine (in which the stories 
were published), and (iii) the way in which Holmes was illustrated. Chapters Two and Three 
will focus primarily on Holmes’s language. In Chapter Two, I give a very brief historical 
account of the split between scientific and literary language from the Enlightenment up to the 
Victorian era, and discuss how Victorian attitudes towards the two styles of writing are 
reflected in Holmes’s apparent preference for scientific language over literary language. In 
the third chapter, I go on to provide a linguistic analysis of two of Holmes’s explanations – 
one that takes place at the start of the story and the other, at the end. As this chapter argue, 
Holmes initially adopts a highly scientific and logical sounding voice at the beginning of each 
                                                       
4 As Drabble points out, the term ‘Gothic’ itself means ‘medieval’ (Drabble, 422, entry on 
‘Gothic Fiction’). 
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story, but later ‘poeticises’ this voice through the frequent use of metaphors and other 
linguistic forms which serve to heighten the suspense and drama of his narratives. Holmes’s 
poeticisation of scientific language not only reveals the “dramatist” (VF, 89) in him (which he 
himself associates with Romanticism in SF), but his tendency to “versify and dramatise … 
scientific ‘truths’” (Abrams, (a), 307) also suggests that his method is one that relies on both a 
scientific and artistic perspective in understanding and talking about the world.  
Chapter Four will mainly focus on the way Sherlock Holmes was published and 
illustrated in the Strand magazine. I begin the chapter with an examination of Doyle’s use of 
the serial and the short story forms, and argue that both these forms may be seen as Romantic 
in the way that they “exploit the possibilities of mystery and terror” (Abrams, (b), 17) in order 
to excite the reader. This, coupled with the Strand’s policy of only publishing Romantic 
stories in the style of Stevenson (MacDonald, 155)5, suggests that Doyle may have conceived 
of his stories as Romances, and Holmes as a Romantic detective. The second half of this 
chapter then looks at the way Holmes is illustrated in the Strand, and argues that the way he is 
idealised through art further endorses his Romantic worldview and habits. I also examine 
Doyle’s views against materialism and propose that his stories are possibly a critique of the 
‘ideal’ Victorian gentleman who embraces logic and science at the expense of his humanity. 
Thus, contrary to what critics have noted, I propose that the Holmes stories try to show the 
limitations of a materialist approach to science and logic in uncovering the truth and restoring 
social order. This is because such an approach leaves the detective far too detached from 
morality and society to bring the criminal to justice6 – as seen, for example, from Holmes’s 
                                                       
5 For example, Mrs L. T. Meade, a fellow contributor to the Strand, applauds the Strand for 
publishing “light fancy and stirring romance of Stevenson and other writers of his school” 
instead of more ‘high-brow’, realist stories (cited in McDonald, 155). 
 
6 Justice is a notion that is arguably more linked to morality than legality – according to the 
OED, to be just is to be “morally right, righteous” (OED, entry on ‘just’). In the stories, 
villains are often punished by Holmes even though they have not broken the law (Windibank 
in ‘A Case of Identity’ and Milverton in ‘The Adventures of Charles Augustus Milverton’ are 
some examples). Also, in ‘The Blue Carbuncle’, Holmes lets Ryder, the thief who stole the 
jewel, escape because he believes that Ryder does not have the heart of a criminal – as 
Holmes tells Watson, “I suppose that I am committing a felony, but it is just as possible that I 
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brother, Mycroft. As Holmes tells Watson, “If the art of the detective began and ended in 
reasoning from an armchair, my brother would be the greatest criminal agent that ever live. 
But he… would not even go out of his way to verify his own solutions, and would rather be 
considered wrong than take the trouble to prove himself right” (‘The Greek Interpreter’, 436-
7). Rather, it is Holmes’s reliance on instinct, his sympathy for his clients and his sense of 
justice that allow him to solve the mystery, and compel him to apprehend and punish the 
criminal at all costs. From this, the Holmes stories may perhaps be seen as a critique of 
materialism and a defence of Romanticism. 
In the concluding chapter, I will discuss the implications of reading Holmes as a 
Romantic: if Holmes was seen by the Victorians (and also by contemporary critics) as a role 
model and hero of his time, then our understanding of the term ‘Victorian’ and the status of 
creativity and subjectivity during the Victorian period should perhaps be refined. I will also 
highlight some problems with this thesis, and, finally, suggest further areas of research to 

























                                                                                                                                                            
am saving a soul” (“The Blue Carbuncle”, 157). Holmes, in this way, seems to be more 












Detective fiction has its roots not only in the works of Edgar Allan Poe, but also in the 
sensation novels of Wilkie Collins and Charles Dickens. It inherits from the latter the 
melodramatic element, which, as T. S. Eliot writes, “is perennial … the craving for it is 
perennial and must be satisfied” (Eliot, 133). Yet, Eliot also notes that the detective story is a 
narrative that is “as specialised and as intellectual as a chess problem” (Eliot, 137). This 
seems to be a paradox, given that scientific and literary writing have traditionally been 
associated with intellect and emotions respectively, and are regarded as completely opposite 
from each other in terms of form and function. In Literature and Science (1963), for instance, 
Aldous Huxley writes that “[science] is a matter of disinterested observation, unprejudiced 
insight and experimentation, patient ratiocination within some system of logically correlated 
concepts” (Huxley, 59), whereas “[the] function of drama [and literature] is to arouse and 
finally allay the most violent emotions, and its basic theme is conflict – conflict between 
passionate individuals or conflict between one passionate individual and the categorical 
imperatives of his society” (Huxley, 56).  
Many English philosophers and scholars of the Enlightenment (such as Locke, Pope 
and Thomas Sprat) were acutely aware of these differences in function and felt that language 
should appropriately reflect the nature of a text’s content. This view could probably have 
stemmed, in part, from an association of science with authenticity and truth, and art with 
fantasy and deception. Thus, not only were these two disciplines thought to be antithetical 
ones, they were also seen as completely irreconcilable. Such was the view held by several 
Victorian scholars – as David Fairer points out, in distancing themselves from the 
sentimentality of the Romantics, the Victorian period saw a “discernable [shift] towards the 
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more ‘Augustan’ aspects of the eighteenth century … becoming attuned to the elements of 
intellect, satire and artifice” (Fairer, xv).  One such scholar is Thomas Macaulay, who asserts 
in his essay on Milton (1825) that “[we] cannot unite the incompatible advantages of reality 
and deception, the clear discernment of truth and the exquisite enjoyment of fiction” 
(Macaulay, 6). This view was also held by twentieth-century writers like Huxley, who 
similarly notes that science is a discipline demanding precision and should therefore be 
written using a “kind of purified language” (Huxley, 65), where “every sentence in a 
scientific exposition shall say one thing, and one thing only, at a time” (Huxley, 17). 
Conversely, he argues that since literature seeks to “[express] the multiple meanings of 
human existence in its fullness” (Huxley, 18), its style should be more indirect and also one 
that “[passes] to the indirectly expressive and essentially literary device of the metaphor” 
(Huxley, 25). As can be seen, there seem to be two very distinct and opposite ways of writing 
scientific and literary texts: while the latter tends to be associated with a kind of language that 
is more figurative and emotive, the former rejects such ornamental language in favour of a 
more direct and succinct style of writing. Thus, if, as Pope famously writes in “An Essay on 
Criticism” (1711), “Expression is the dress of thought” (line 318), then a stylistic analysis of 
the way Holmes uses language could potentially give us a further insight into his worldview 
and approach to science – specifically, whether they have a materialist or a Romantic slant. 
This chapter, along with the next, will argue that the latter is the case. 
 So far, I have been using the terms ‘literary language’ and ‘scientific language’ 
without explaining in detail what they mean, what their characteristics are, and why they are 
assumed to be distinctive styles of writing. In order to explain these terms more adequately, it 
is perhaps helpful to begin with a very brief survey of (i) how a distinctly scientific style of 
writing emerged in England, and the impact of its development on literary writing (section II), 
and (ii) how the rise of scientific language contributed to a split between scientific and 
literary styles of writing (section III). This will provide a good starting point from which to 
understand why the Victorians were generally distrustful of literary language, and how this 
attitude is reflected in Holmes’s own views of language (section IV). 
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II. THE RISE OF SCIENTIFIC ENGLISH 
 
There are several factors that led to the emergence of a scientific style of writing in England. 
Politically, the new Puritan government (1645-1660), formed during the English Civil War 
(1642-1651), had a significant part to play in allowing for and encouraging “an intellectual 
climate of democracy, anti-authoritarianism, independence of mind, in which a distinctly 
British form of science – which stressed the importance of empirical method, simplicity, 
utility and attention to detail – arose” (Graddol, 172). Unlike the Catholic and episcopal 
churches, which viewed empiricism and research into the human sciences as potentially 
subversive to the authority of the church7, the Puritan government embraced science and 
paved the way for a “scientific revolution” (Graddol, 172). Despite the episcopal church’s 
return to power in 1660, many important works of science continued to be published in 
England in the English language, for example, Robert Hooke’s Micrographia (1665), Isaac 
Newton’s Opticks (1704), and also Philosophical Transactions (1665) – the first international 
scientific journal printed in English (Graddol, 174). As a result, there was a growing interest 
in science and an increasing demand from the general public for more scientific works to be 
published in English instead of Latin (which was, at that time, the language of scholarship 
and could only be understood by the educated).   
 However, one of the main problems with publishing scientific discourse in English is 
that the language, at that stage in its history, lacked the technical vocabulary and “the 
grammatical resources required to represent the world in an objective and impersonal way, 
and to discuss the relations, such as cause and effect, that might hold between complex and 
hypothetical entities” (Graddol, 174). Also, the dominant Ramistic8 and Ciceronian styles of 
rhetoric which placed heavy emphasis on style and delivery were deemed by scholars to be an 
unsuitable style for scientific discourse because they “obscured the truth by encouraging the 
                                                       
7 For example, the Catholic church tried to prevent the spread of Copernican ideas  (Graddol, 
172). 
 
8 Petrus Ramus (1515-1572) was a French logician and rhetorician who believed that the two 
most important aspects of rhetoric were style and delivery (elocutio and pronuntiatio) 
(Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, entry on ‘Petrus Ramus’, online resource).  
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use of ornamented rather than plain, direct language” (Bizzell and Herzberg, 638). John 
Locke, for example, harshly criticises the use of “figurative speech” and sees it as an “abuse 
of language” (Locke, 360). He argues that rhetoric is “a powerful instrument of error and 
deceit” and that “besides order and clearness, all the artificial and figurative application of 
words eloquence hath invented, are for nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the 
passions, and thereby mislead the judgement” (Locke, 360). Thus, there was a need to reform 
not just the way language was used, but also the English language itself, in order to make it 
suitable for scientific publications – as Gerry Knowles quips, “[in] a society that believes that 
there is a correct way of doing things, whether dressing, bowing, holding a teacup or wearing 
a wig, it must appear self-evident that there is a correct way of using language” (Knowles, 
119).  
 In 1660, the Royal Society was formed with the aim of making England “a Land of 
experimental Knowledge” (Sprat, 114, italics in original) by actively promoting empirical 
methods of scientific research and publishing them in English. However, because the society 
also had several members who were interested in the study of language, such as Thomas Sprat 
and John Wilkins, the society had a considerable impact not just on scientific research itself 
but also on the style of scientific writing. Like Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (1690), Sprat’s History of the Royal Society (1667) strongly condemns the use 
of rhetorical and literary language, and suggests that “Eloquence ought to be banish’d out of 
all civil Societies, as a thing fatal to Peace and good Manners” (Sprat, 111). He further writes 
that, unlike the ancient Greeks and Romans who used rhetoric to bring about good in society, 
rhetoric had become a tool for deception and obscuring the truth: “Who can behold, without 
Indignation, how many Mists and Uncertainties, these specious Tropes and Figures have 
brought on our Knowledge?” (Sprat, 112) Therefore, Sprat felt that the Royal Society ought 
to be 
most rigorous in putting into execution, the only Remedy, that can be found for this 
Extravagance: and that has been a constant Resolution, to reject all the 
Amplifications, Digressions, and Swellings of Style; to return back to the primitive 
Purity, and Shortness, when Men deliver’d so many Things, almost in an equal 
Number of Words. They have exacted from all their Members, a close, naked, natural 
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way of Speaking; positive Expressions; clear Senses; a native Easiness; bringing all 
Things as near the Mathematical Plainness as they can; and preferring the Language 
of Artizans, Countrymen, and Merchants, before that of Wits, or Scholars (Sprat, 
113). 
 
 Of course, as Charles Barber rightly points out, Sprat’s ideal of a language that is 
primitive and simple is anything but that, and “the kind of style he is describing is a highly 
sophisticated achievement” (Barber, 215). Some of these gradual changes to the language 
included an expansion of the English vocabulary by (i) borrowing a term directly from 
another language (usually Latin), (ii) borrowing morphological elements from Latin and 
adapting them into English, (iii) inventing a new word, and (iv) extending the meaning of 
existing words so that they acquired a specialised and technical meaning (Graddol, 176). 
There were also many new grammatical forms that emerged, which allowed the construction 
of more complex sentences, such as nominalisation, passivisation, and the combination of 
various tenses and voices in the same sentence. For example, “I haue bin drincking all night” 
(Perfect + Progressive) or “The garment had bin made for me” (Past + Perfect + Passive) 
(Barber, 207-8)9. These expansions to the grammar and vocabulary allowed for a wider range 
of ways to express more sophisticated and complex scientific ideas and processes, as will be 
demonstrated in greater detail in the following chapter in relation to Holmes’s summations.  
As may be seen from the works of Sprat and Locke, scientific writing called for a 
poetics of perspicuity, that is, a style of writing that was anti-rhetorical: direct, plain and 
succinct, without the stylistic ornamentations associated with literary writing. The strong 
influence that the Royal Society had on the British government10 possibly contributed to a 
                                                       
9 The earliest example of the Past + Perfect + Passive construction cited in the OED appeared 
in 1596: “The noyse of a leafe being mooved so affrighteth him” (OED, entry on ‘be’). As for 
the Perfect + Progressive construction, the OED notes that the gerundial form (in the above 
example “drinking” is a gerund) was fully established by 1400. However, this form was 
identical to and often confused with the construction of verbal nouns (in present-day English, 
verbal nouns, unlike gerunds, may be preceded by ‘the’ or followed by ‘of’), and it was only 
during the 17th Century that grammatical distinctions between gerunds and verbal nouns 
began to made (OED, entry on ‘-ing’). 
 
10 John Gascoigne notes that when the Royal Society was first set up, it had no official ties 
with the British government; however, the informal links between the two groups were 
strong: “politicians, courtiers, diplomas, sinecurists and government officials made up 23 
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shift in literary tastes and a change to the way literature was written. M. H. Abrams notes that 
“on the whole the Puritans mistrusted belles-lettres, on the same principle that they mistrusted 
graven idols (statues, stained-glass windows, or paintings), music and religious rituals. These 
were all allurements and enticements of the sensual world; they threatened to contaminate and 
diffuse the pure spiritual energy of divinely infused faith” (Abrams, (b), 1054). Thus, the 
highly intricate, allusive and decorative literary forms that were highly favoured up to the first 
half of the seventeenth century, such as the sonnet, the masque and the madrigal, became less 
popular with the Court. As Abrams observes, prose also replaced poetry as the more popular 
form, and the language of literature “in general grew simpler and less artful” in order to cater 
to a growing readership that preferred “a sustained discourse in unrhetorical, commonsense 
English” (Abrams, (b), 1058). In this way, the rise of scientific English also had an indirect 
(though profound and lasting) effect on the way literature was written. Perhaps the best 
evidence for the impact that Locke, Sprat and other members of the Royal Society made on 
literary and scientific discourse is the way in which their ideas continue to be echoed by 
nineteenth and twentieth-century scholars and writers, including Doyle – this will be further 
discussed in the following sections. As I have discussed in this section, the latter-half of the 
seventeenth century arguably marks the beginning of the split between scientific and literary 
styles of writing, where the former accrues positive associations of plainness, intelligence and 
truth, and the latter negative association of obfuscation, emotionality and fakery. In the next 
section, I continue my brief outline of the development of scientific English by discussing 
how this split widened further in the following two centuries11.  
 
 
                                                                                                                                                            
percent of the Society’s membership between 1660 and 1685” (Gascoigne, 18). He further 
writes that, by the late eighteenth century, the Royal Society formed close ties with the inner 
circles of government and even performed some of the tasks of the government although it 
was not formally a part of it – “[in] this sense, then, the Royal Society can be regarded as part 
of that network of institutions which collectively made up the British State” (Gascoigne, 30). 
 
11 Due to the limitations of time and space, I will focus primarily on the developments of 
language and literature during the Victorian period in Section IV.  
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III. THE SEPARATION OF SCIENTIFIC AND LITERARY STYLES OF WRITING 
 
The eighteenth century, generally speaking, adopted many of the ideas that the preceding 
century had on writing – for example, as Dryden writes in “An Essay on Dramatic Poesy” 
(1668), “wit is best conveyed to us in the most easy language and is most to be admired when 
a great thought comes dressed in words so commonly received that it is best understood by 
the meanest apprehensions” (Dryden, 116)12. The motivations behind such a view are, 
arguably, partly ideological and partly pragmatic: ideological because of the influence that 
scientific writing had on literature as mentioned in the previous section, and pragmatic 
because of the new English Court’s indifference towards literature in the first half of the 
century. The reigns of George I (1714-27) and George II (1727-60) saw the decline of the age 
of patronage in the arts (Abrams, (b), 1769). This, coupled with a growing demand in books 
from an increasingly educated and literate general population13, prompted authors to turn 
away from the patronage of courtiers and, instead, earn their living by selling their works to 
publishers. This prompted Johnson to declare that “the booksellers of the mid-century had 
become the patrons of literature” (Abrams, (b), 1769). This change in reading habits also 
meant that, unlike the writers of the seventeenth century whose works mainly catered to the 
tastes of highly educated courtiers, many authors of the eighteenth century had to write more 
simply and directly in order to appeal to the less sophisticated public readership.  
  The way in which literary language became increasingly anti-rhetorical during this 
period seems to suggest a coming together of both the scientific and literary styles of writing. 
                                                       
12 Some scholars like Edmund Burke, however, conversely argue that it is not enough for 
poetry just to convey ideas clearly, but it should, more importantly, aim to affect one’s 
emotions and imagination: “[it] may be observed that very polished languages, and such as 
are praised for their superior clearness and perspicuity, are generally deficient in strength … 
Whereas the oriental tongues, and in general the languages of most unpolished people, have a 
great force and energy of expression; and this is but natural” (Burke, 607). For Burke, the 
function of literature is not to describe or imitate reality but to transcend it by engaging one’s 
imagination. Thus the “natural” language of literature is one that is elaborate, emotionally 
charged and rich in imagery. However, as Abrams points out, this view is not representative 
because “such extremes of mannerism are seldom to be found in the works of the good poets 
of the century” (Abrams, (b), 1776). 
 
13 Subjects such as reading, writing, arithmetic and religion became the standard instructional 
fare even for the lower classes (Bizzell and Herzberg, 659-60). 
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But this is perhaps only partly true. As Gertrude Himmelfarb writes, the Enlightenment was 
an age where “the “mechanical” and “liberal” arts were complementary, each requiring the 
other for its “perfection”” (Himmelfarb, 2). However, the rapid rise of science was also 
followed by an awareness of its limitations when it came to solving all of life’s mysteries and 
the problems of society – for example, while Pope praises Newton’s scientific genius, he also 
writes in “An Essay on Man” (1734), 
 
 Could he [Newton], whose rules the rapid comet bind, 
 Describe or fix one movement of his mind? 
 Who saw its fires here rise, and there descend 
 Explain his own beginning, or his end? (lines 35-8)  
 
Pope felt that, in order for the science to develop and be useful to man, it needed to 
“First strip off all her equipage of pride,/ Deduct what is but vanity, or dress,/ Or learning’s 
luxury, or idleness” (lines 44-6). In “An Essay on Criticism”, he strongly disapproved of the 
way poets and critics were too “pompous” (line 320) and sure of their own abilities, and 
reminds them to “[be] sure yourself and your own reach to know,/ How far your genius, taste, 
and learning go” (lines 48-9) because “[so] vast is art, so narrow human wit” (“An Essay on 
Criticism”, line 61). This criticism may perhaps also be extended to the scientific community, 
given the excessive pride and lack of social responsibility of some scientists, as seen, for 
example, in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1735). When Gulliver visits Laputa, he observes how 
its professors undertake a multitude of ridiculous projects that are supposed to better society; 
however, ironically, “none of these Projects are yet brought to Perfection; and in the mean 
time, the whole Country lies in miserable waste, the House in Ruins, and the People without 
Food or Cloaths” (Gulliver’s Travels, 169). Thus, like the bad poet and critic who holds style 
over content, many of the experiments carried out by scientists were also seen as pointless 
because they had no social or scientific value: they were “like leaves; and where they most 
abound,/ Much fruit of sense beneath is rarely found” (“An Essay on Criticism”, lines 308-9). 
This ambivalent attitude towards the rapid rise of science and technology in English society 
was inherited by the Romantics. It was also a view shared by Doyle who felt that “[every] 
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materialist … is a case of arrested development. He has cleared his ruins but has not begun to 
build that which would shelter him” (MA, 26). Clearly, for Doyle, a materialist approach to 
science was not capable of improving the condition of society. Rather, as Chapters Three and 
Four will argue, Doyle felt that a more Romantic and humanistic view was needed to right the 
wrongs in society. 
While the Augustans generally preferred poems that were written in a plainer style, 
they still favoured poems that, more or less, adhered to the classical conventions of form and 
metre. Pope, for instance, seems to grant reluctantly the possibility that, in departing from 
formal rules, an exceptionally talented poet may “snatch a grace beyond the reach of art” 
(“An Essay on Criticism, line 153); but, he ultimately urges poets against this, and cautions: 
 
 But though the ancients thus their rules invade, 
 (As kings dispense with laws themselves have made) 
 Moderns, beware! or if you must offend 
 Against the precept, ne’er transgress its end; 
 Let it be seldom, and compelled by need, 
 And have, at least, their precedent to plead. (lines 161-6) 
 
However, if the “end” of poetry for the Romantics is, as Thomas de Quincey writes, 
to teach the reader about (human) nature and speak to “the higher understanding or reason … 
through affections of pleasure and sympathy” (de Quincey, 484, italics in original), then the 
strict adherence to the rules of poetry set by the ancients cannot fulfil this end. This is 
because, for poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge, these rules made poetry mechanical, 
artificial and mass-produced, and adhering to them was seen as “a blind copying of effects 
instead of a true imitation of the essential principles” of poetry (Coleridge, 408)14. Thus, for 
                                                       
14 As mentioned in the introduction, Romanticism is a highly diffuse term which “[resists] the 
very impulse of definition, favouring instead the infinite and boundless” (Drabble, 872). 
While this thesis draws much of its understanding of Romanticism from Abram’s seminal 
work, The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), it should also be acknowledged that Abram’s ideas 
“are clearly drawn from a Wordsworthian, and more generally, a Christian (Protestant) 
model” (McGann, 26) and are not representative of how all the Romantics viewed poetry and 
science. As Aidan Day further notes, Abram’s Romantic world is one that “has no place for 
the alienated self-indulgence of Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimagee, [or] the anxieties of 
the imagination in Keat’s Odes” (Day, 176). However, as will be further discussed in this 
chapter and chapter four, Doyle’s views on science and art are, to a large extent, similar to 
those of Wordsworth’s. Thus, for the purposes of this thesis, Abram’s Wordsworthian 
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Coleridge, classical forms of poetry, with their rigid forms and rules, restricted and deadened 
the emotions and intellect of the poet and reader, rather than inspire and uplift them. Instead, 
he argues that form ought to be, like nature, organic. Doyle similarly feels that “[the] best 
[style] is always the most natural” (MD, 153), and a style which is too ornate or contrived “is 
a clouding of the crystal – a diversion of the reader’s mind from the matter to the manner, 
from the author’s subject to the author himself” (MD, 153-4). In this way, Doyle’s approach 
to writing, which emphasises organicity and naturalness, seems to align itself with the 
Romantic school of thought. Also, Doyle’s awareness of the close relationship between style 
and content arguably allows for an understanding of Holmes’s worldview through an analysis 
of the way he uses language.  
Even though many Romantics seemed to reject highly decorative and rhetorical styles 
of writing and preferred “simple and unelaborated expressions” (Wordsworth, 159), the way 
in which many of the principles behind their works were formed as a reaction against the 
effects of science and technology suggests that the two styles of writing were becoming 
increasingly distinct over time. As Abrams tells us, by the Victorian period, “all discourse 
was explicitly or tacitly thrown into the two exhaustive modes of imaginative and rational, 
expressive and assertive” (Abrams, (a), 335). However, despite the growing distance between 
science and art, there was still a certain degree of ‘cross-fertilisation’ between science and art 
during this period15. In his essay on “The Fictions of Factual Representation” (1976), Hayden 
White observes that, with regard to historical writing, scholars up to the early nineteenth 
century have always “recognised the inevitability of a recourse to fictive techniques in the 
representation of real events in the historical discourse” (White, 24, italics in original). He 
                                                                                                                                                            
definition of Romanticism arguably provides a good framework of understanding how the 
Holmes stories advocate a Romantic worldview. 
 
15 It is difficult to specify when exactly the Romantic period (if we can even consider it a 
period) begins and ends. Abrams notes that it began with the French Revolution and the 
publishing of the Lyrical Ballads in 1789, and ended in 1832 with the passing of the first 
Reform Bill (Abrams, (c), 1). Iain McCalman, on the other hand, suggests that the period 
began in 1776 with the American Declaration of Independence and the rise of democracy 
(McCalman, 3). For the purposes of this thesis, I will simply consider the Romantic period to 
have begun around the end of the seventeenth century and to have ended in 1832. 
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further explains that “[these] techniques were conceived to consist of rhetorical devices, 
tropes, figures, and schemata of words and thoughts, which … were identical with the 
techniques of poetry in general” (White, 24). For example, according to David Knight, 
seventeenth-century alchemists often wrote in verse, as did eighteenth-century scientists like 
Erasmus Darwin, whose poetry was an entertaining and effective way of explaining the 
Linnaean System of classification to his readers (Knight, 277-8). While this was increasingly 
less common during the Romantic era, there were still scientists, such as Humphry Davy, who 
wrote articles in a more expressive and literary style16, and poets who incorporated scientific 
language into their works – for example, Knight notes that Burke frequently used images 
from chemistry in his works, and Coleridge also attended some of Davy’s lectures “to 
increase his stock of metaphors” (David Knight, 63). As the next chapter will propose, 
Holmes also combines the disciplines of science and art in his work, as seen from the way he 
uses literary language to poeticise the scientificity and logicality of his summations. 
 
IV. VICTORIAN ATTITUDES TOWARDS SCIENTIFIC AND LITERARY LANGUAGE 
 
The Victorians, in general, accepted and even embraced science and scientific thinking as 
“the magic key” (Gilmour, 112) that would unlock all the mysteries of the world. Roy 
MacLeod notes that this change in attitude from the Romantic period is largely due to a 
widely-held belief in the 1830s to 1850s that national strength – which had been traditionally 
understood in terms of economic, military and naval strength – “now depended … on a 
deliberate cultivation of the nation’s educational and scientific talent; [and this] in turn relied 
upon a diffusion of the means of acquiring scientific and technical education throughout 
society” (MacLeod, 196). MacLeod further states that events such as the Great Exhibition of 
1851, and a series of lectures led by William Whewell in conjunction with this exhibition, 
                                                       
16 Note, for example, the vividness and “effervescence” in Davy’s account of the isolation of 
potassium on passing the electric current through fused potash: 
 
… the potash began to fuse at both points of electrization. There was violent 
effervescence at the upper surface, at the lower … small globules having a high 
metallic lustre … appeared, some of which burnt with explosion and bright flame 
(Davy, cited in Knight, 279). 
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“forged a new public interest wrought by technology, and a new faith in the inevitability of 
stability and prosperity through a cultivated combination of hard work and sound knowledge” 
(MacLeod, 197). The English government also recognised the need for scientific and 
technical education to be introduced in secondary schools and polytechnics, and, through 
increased funding and the passing of various acts such as the Technical Instruction Act in 
1889, studying at a technical school gradually became a very prestigious affair towards the 
end of the century (see also Archer, 1966).  
The rapid growth of science in society resulted in the proliferation of many 
specialised areas of scientific study, such as physics, chemistry, geology, biology, and so on. 
So rapid and increasingly diverse was the growth of these sub-disciplines that, as Whewell 
observed in an article he wrote for The Quarterly Review in 1834, “[the] mathematician turns 
away from the chemist; the chemist from the naturalist; the mathematician, left to himself, 
divides himself into a pure mathematician and a mixed mathematician, who soon part 
company” (Whewell, cited in Ross, 9). Prince Albert, in his address to the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science in 1859, similarly lamented that, even though the creation of 
new branches of scientific study allowed for new ways of seeing and understanding things, 
“Science approaches no nearer to the limits of its range, although travelling further and 
further from its original point of departure” (cited in Warwick, 1). This lack of unity amongst 
the sciences prompted Whewell to coin the term scientist “by analogy with artist” (Whewell, 
cited in Ross, 9). This term, as he suggests, should be used as an umbrella term to remind the 
scientific community of their common interests and goals as “students of the knowledge of 
the material world” (Whewell, cited in Ross, 9). 
 As may be seen from Whewell’s statement, science, the goal of science during the 
Victorian era was to understand “the material world” – that is, “the physical as opposed to the 
intellectual or spiritual aspect” (OED, entry on ‘material’) of the world. Where art was seen 
as the informing principle of science for some Romantics17, the Victorians generally saw the 
                                                       
17 As Daniel Brown writes, poetry, for Wordsworth, is “[the] ‘breath’ or ‘spirit’ that gives 
contingent physical attributes, the discrete facts of science, an identifiable face” (Brown, 
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relationship between the two spheres as an antagonistic one. In “The Signs of the Times” 
(1829), for example, Carlyle deprecatingly calls the Victorian era “the Age of Machinery” 
(Carlyle, 34) and harshly criticises the way in which technology has impinged upon all areas 
of life – including art, and turned the creative and artistic process into a mechanical and 
impersonal one: “[with] its Paternoster-row mechanism, its Trade-dinners, its Editorial 
conclaves, and huge subterranean, puffing bellows … books are not only printed, but, in great 
measure, written and sold, by machinery” (Carlyle, 36). Under such conditions, Carlyle 
laments that Romantic views of literature are no longer feasible: 
 
This condition of the two great departments of knowledge, – the outward, cultivated 
exclusively on mechanical principles; the inward, finally abandoned, because, 
cultivated on such principles, it is found to yield no result, – sufficiently indicates the 
intellectual bias of our time, its all-pervading disposition towards that line of inquiry. 
In fact, an inward persuasion has long been diffusing itself, and now and then even 
comes to utterance, That, except the external, there are no true sciences; that to the 
inward world (if there be any) our only conceivable road is through the outward; that, 
in short, what cannot be investigated and understood mechanically, cannot be 
investigated and understood at all (Carlyle, 37-38). 
 
  J.S. Mill felt the same way as Carlyle did and writes, in “The Spirit of the Age” 
(1831), that “no one dares to stand up against the scientific world, until he too has qualified 
himself to be named as a man of science” (Mill, 59)18. This is possibly one of the main 
reasons why the study of language had separated itself from the study of literature and aligned 
itself, instead, with the sciences under the discipline called “linguistics”19. According to 
                                                                                                                                                            
137). In other words, “truth” can only be arrived at through both a materialist and a poetic 
way of perceiving the world – it is that which we “perceive” through the senses and “half 
create” through the imagination (“Tintern Abbey”, lines 106-7).  
 
18 The meaning of ‘science’ has changed over time. For example, the OED notes that the 
earliest definition of science is “the state or fact of knowing”, while the modern use of the 
term “[is] restricted to those branches of study that relate to the phenomena of the material 
universe and their laws, sometimes with implied exclusion of pure mathematics”. This thesis 
takes the definition of science that arose in the 18th century and was mainly used during the 
18th and 19th centuries: “A branch of study which is concerned either with a connected body 
of demonstrated truths or with observed facts systematically classified and more or less 
colligated by being brought under general laws, and which includes trustworthy methods for 
the discovery of new truth within its own domain” (OED, entry on ‘science’).  
 
19 According to the OED, the term “linguistic” to mean “[the] science of languages” was first 
used by Whewell in his book, History of the Inductive Sciences: From the Earliest to the 
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Christine Ferguson, “Comparative philology, eager to attain the reputation for empirical 
objectivity and cultural authority enjoyed by the sciences, took up the moniker of ‘science of 
language’ to describe its work” (Ferguson, 21). Thus, unlike earlier methods of studying 
language which relied on ‘unscientific’ (hence, unreliable) methods such as loose 
observations from scriptures, animal behaviour or children’s language acquisition, the study 
of language during the Victorian period became much more systematic and rigorous. As 
Ferguson succinctly puts it, Victorian linguists “aimed to take language into the laboratory, 
compare its different families … and reduce it to its constituent parts. Induction, rather than 
faith or imagination, would unveil the historical moment of linguistic revelation” (Ferguson, 
22).  
The (scientific) study of language was of particular interest and importance to the 
Victorians because it offered a way of understanding themselves and the world where 
previous approaches were thought to be inadequate – as Mill notes, the Victorian period is 
“an age of transition” (Mill, 53), and man has reached a stage in history where he has 
“outgrown old institutions and old doctrines, and has not yet acquired new ones” (Mill, 53). 
Doyle similarly felt that this was a period in which “[a] gap had opened between our fathers 
and ourselves” (MA, 25). Two causes of this “sense of dispossession” (Byron, 88) were 
arguably the rapid technological advancements that brought about greater social mobility 
between the classes, and also the publication of scientific works such as Darwin’s Origin of 
Species (1859) – both of which overturned many beliefs that were deeply entrenched in the 
English psyche. According to Robin Gilmour,  
 
the influence of Darwin, though vast, can perhaps be summed up by saying that his 
theory put mankind back into nature, implicitly denying the distinction which religion 
had traditionally between humanity and animals. Out of this came the feeling of 
disinheritance which Housman expressed, and a growing sense of the determining 
power of the environment over the individual (Gilmour, 131).  
 
                                                                                                                                                            
Present Times (1840), which proposes that “[we] may call the science of languages linguistic, 
as it is called by the best German writers” (Vol. I, p. cxiv, cited in the OED).  
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This resulting sense of loss as a result of Darwinism (and, science in general) led to a 
desire by the Victorians to understand themselves through history – as Glennis Byron argues, 
“[for] the Victorians, looking to the past was not an exercise in nostalgia but a way of 
establishing lines of connection … the Victorians, in another shift away from Romantic 
strategies, replaced the ideal of wholeness with the concept of continuity” (Byron, 89). Many 
Victorian scholars believed that, since language was a trait unique to humans, the key to 
understanding the origin, evolution and nature of man must lie in understanding the origin, 
evolution and nature of language through scientific methods. The Victorian writer and critic, 
Frederic Farrar, best sums up this view in his book, Language and Languages (1878), when 
he writes that 
 
By earnestly studying [languages] we are enabled historically to resuscitate the long-
forgotten history of bygone millenniums [sic], and to catch some glimpses into the 
past fortunes of nations whose very name and memory have been obliterated for ages 
from every other record. Intellectually regarded, the study of them initiates us into the 
profoundest mysteries of human understanding. It is the foundation of all 
metaphysics. For it is by words alone that we can discover ‘the manner in which 
ideas, born out of perceptions, present themselves all naked to the human 
intelligence, while it is still engaged in their discovery and still seeking to 
communicate them to others; we follow the labour which it undergoes to arrive at this 
result, and in the want of uniformity in that labour we see the influence of different 
intellects’ (Farrar, 254).  
  
 Farrar’s idea is closely linked to John Newman’s belief, expressed in The Idea of a 
University (1852), that language is a “lucid mirror” (Newman, 292) reflecting an individual’s 
and, by extension, a society’s intellectual and moral progress. In other words, a “primitive” 
and “savage” language20 is reflective of a primitive and savage society, while a 
“sophisticated” language is reflective of a developed and civilised one. Hence, when the first 
New English Dictionary (now known as the Oxford English Dictionary) was published in 
1884, critics such Henry Reeve were quick to express their disappointment at the dictionary’s 
                                                       
20 According to Ferguson, Richard Chenevix Trench, the initiator of the Oxford English 
Dictionary and an early member of the Philological Society, defined primitive languages as 
“[those] that (apparently) lacked words for genteel concepts and courtesies such as ‘thank 




decision to include slang, dialect words and quotations from popular literature. This is 
because it not only reflected an undesirable picture of English society, but it also 
contaminated the “purity” of the English language. Reeve argues that such words are a 
minority and “it would be deplorable if the popular current, backed by the authority of this 
great Dictionary, should tend to lower the tone and remove the landmarks which protect and 
preserve the purity of English composition” (Reeve, cited in Ferguson, 15). Reeve’s views 
were strongly influenced by Macaulay’s21: “Nations,” the latter claiming, “like individuals, 
first perceive, and then abstract. They advance from particular images to general terms. 
Hence, the vocabulary of an enlightened society is philosophical, that of a half-civilised 
people is poetical” (Macaulay, 4). For Macaulay, the language of poetry is direct, visceral, 
unrestrained and emotive – like that of young children, whose minds are yet undeveloped and 
uncivilised. In contrast, an “enlightened” society is one that has “much intelligence, much 
science, much philosophy, abundance of just classification and subtle analysis, abundance of 
wit and eloquence, abundance of verses, and even of the good ones; but little poetry” 
(Macaulay, 6).  
Macaulay’s ideas on language and his perspicuous style of writing also had a 
significant influence on Doyle and his writing. In MD, Doyle talks about his personal 
collection of books and says that “[if] I had to choose the one book out of all that line from 
which I have had the most pleasure and most profit, I should point to yonder stained copy of 
Macaulay’s “Essays”. It seems entwined into my whole life as I look backwards” (MD, 8). 
With regard to Macaulay’s style of writing, Doyle praises his use of “short, vivid sentences, 
the broad sweep of allusion, the exact detail … all throw a glamour round the subject and 
should make the least studious of readers desire to go further” (MD, 8). He goes on to tell us 
that no sentence of Macaulay’s “could be too stiff with rich embroidery, and no antithesis too 
                                                       
21 In Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Henry Reeve, C.B., D.C.L compiled by John 
Knox Laughton, W. E. H Lecky remembers Reeve as someone who was very much 
influenced by Macaulay: “His leanings were all towards the old standards of thought and 
style. He had been formed in the school of Macaulay and Milman, and of the great French 
writers under Louis Philippe. Sober thought, clear reasoning, solid scholarship, a transparent, 
vivid, and restrained style were the literary qualities he most appreciated.” (Lecky, online 
database). 
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flowery … I am filled with admiration and wonder at the alternate power of handling a great 
subject, and of adorning it by delightful detail” (MD, 8-9). Arguably, Macaulay’s voice is, to 
a large extent, also the voice of Holmes. In SF, for example, Holmes disapproves of Watson’s 
literary style of writing and asserts that detection, being “an exact science”, ought to be 
written in a correspondingly “cold and unemotional” style (SF, 3). According to Holmes, 
Watson’s narrative, in being “tinge[d] with romanticism”, mars its scientific value because it 
“produces much the same effect as if you worked a love-story or an elopement into the fifth 
proposition of Euclid" (SF, 3). Implicit in the above statement is the Macaulayan belief that 
science and scientific language are superior to art and literary language. Any trace of 
“romance” in a scientific work would corrupt and diminish its value because Romantic 
language obscures the truth that the text is trying to convey and makes it more an emotional 
(hence inferior) rather than intellectual piece of work. Holmes, in this way, reflects the 
ambivalent perception that many Victorians had of language – especially literary language.  
Many Victorian writers and scholars were deeply aware of the imprecise nature of 
language and way in which “words, like nature, half reveal/ And half conceal the Soul 
within” (“In Memoriam”, V, lines 3-4). Farrar, for example, writes that language, in general, 
“is but an asymptote to thought. It does not express the objective and external, but the inward 
as affected by it; we speak rightly of ‘expressing ourselves’, not of expressing the world” 
(Farrar, 252, italics in original). However, like Macaulay, he too feels that the use of literary 
language, more so than scientific language, is reflective of an unsophisticated mind: “a style 
abounding in metaphors”, he says, “is now generally accepted as proof of weakness, since for 
an advanced stage of thought it is necessary as far as possible to attach each word with one 
clear meaning” (Farrar, 196). Holmes, too, seems to echo this view in his criticism of 
Watson’s language in A Study in Scarlet. However, as the next chapter will demonstrate, 
Holmes ironically undermines what he says when he adopts a more Romantic/literary voice 
while explaining how he solved the mystery in HB.  
In Andrew Lycett’s book, The Man Who Created Sherlock Holmes (2007), Doyle is 
first introduced to the reader as  “a bundle of contradictions” (Lycett, book jacket). This is 
 24 
because, on the one hand, Doyle was very much a man of science: he was a doctor and, in his 
youth, had great respect for the sciences and scientific modes of thinking22. “Sherlock 
Holmes,” Doyle said in an interview, “is the literary embodiment … of my memory of a 
professor of medicine at Edinburgh University, who would sit in the patients’ waiting room 
… and diagnose the people as they came in, before even they had opened their mouths” 
(Letters, 244). On the other hand, Doyle was also fascinated by the sense of epic history and 
the code of chivalry in the Arthurian legend, which “served as guidance for his own personal 
conduct” (Letters, 24). Doyle was also a spiritualist and published several books and 
frequently gave lectures on this topic. His firm belief in spiritualism is perhaps best seen from 
Doyle’s reaction to the news of his son’s death from the Spanish flu, which he received while 
delivering a lecture in Nottingham in 1918. Doyle found the strength to carry on with the 
lecture anyway, and later writes that “[had] I not been a Spiritualist … I could not have 
spoken that night. As it was, I was able to go straight to the platform and tell the meeting that 
I knew my son had survived the grave, and that there was no need to worry” (Letters, 648). 
His belief in omens and in the supernatural is again seen in his poem, “Master” (printed in full 
below). In the poem, a servant (the speaker) receives a prophetic dream about his master’s 
death. The next day, he tries to stop his master from leaving for his morning hunt but fails; 




Master went a-hunting, 
When the leaves were falling; 
We saw him on the bridle path, 
We heard him gaily calling. 
  
'Oh master, master, come you back, 
For I have dreamed a dream so black!' 
A glint of steel from bit and heel, 
The chestnut cantered faster; 
A red flash seen amid the green, 
And so good-bye to master. 
  
                                                       
22 In his later years, however, Doyle has a more sceptical and ambivalent view of science – 
this will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four. 
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Master came from hunting, 
Two silent comrades bore him; 
His eyes were dim, his face was white, 
The mare was led before him. 
 
'Oh, master, master, is it thus 
That you have come again to us?' 
I held my lady's ice-cold hand, 
They bore the hurdle past her; 
Why should they go so soft and slow? 
It matters not to master.  
 
The moral of this poem is quite clear: one should not take omens, such as dreams, 
lightly. This apparent contradiction of Doyle’s belief in science and spiritualism is also seen 
in his literary taste. While Doyle greatly admires Macaulay’s detached and succinct style of 
writing, he also praises George Meredith’s and Carlyle’s more “electrical”, “luxuriant and 
exuberant” writing style (MD, 93). As Doyle quotes from Meredith’s description of Carlyle’s 
writing, what he finds most praiseworthy of both their styles of writing is that they 
 
… [resemble] either early architecture or utter dilapidation, so loose and rough it 
seemed. A wind-in-the-orchard style that tumbled down here and there an appreciable 
fruit with uncouth bluster, sentences without commencements running to abrupt 
endings and smoke, like waves against a sea-wall, learned dictionary words giving a 
hand to street slang, and accents falling on them haphazard, like slant rays from 
driving clouds; all pages in a breeze, the whole book producing a kind of electrical 
agitation in the mind and joints (MD, 93).  
 
Such a style is clearly the opposite of Macaulay’s in terms of its highly poetic 
language and “haphazard” structure. As can be seen from the above extract, Meredith’s use 
images from nature (wind, fruit, sea) as a metaphor for writing not only echoes the 
metaphorical descriptions of the writing process by poets such as Keats23, but also 
corresponds to Doyle’s own view that “an original genius in style is an organic thing, part of 
the man as much as the colour of his eyes” (MD, 92, my italics). However, while Lycett sees 
Doyle as “a bundle of contradictions”, I suggest instead that Doyle did not see science and 
religion or spiritualism as two mutually exclusive spheres. Rather, it is through science that 
                                                       
23 For example, in Keat’s letter to his publisher John Taylor on 27 February 1818, he writes 
that “if Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a tree it had better not come at all” 
(Keats, 93).  
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one comes to know God – or the “Universe-maker” (MD, 149) in Doyle’s words. He harshly 
criticises the approach of science in the Victorian era where students and scientists are so 
caught up with specificities and minor details that they “choke [themselves] with the dust of 
the pedants, and lose [themselves] in the subdivisions of the Lepidoptera, or the 
classifications of the dicotyledonous plants” (MD, 148). Instead, he feels that it is 
 
Better far to have a broad idea of general results, and to understand their relations to 
one another. A very little reading will give man such a knowledge of geology, for 
example, as will make every quarry and railway cutting an object of interest … A 
very little astronomy will cause you to look more intently at the heavens, to pick out 
your brothers the planets, who move in your own circles, from the stranger stars, and 
to appreciate the order, beauty, and majesty of that material universe which is most 
surely the outward sign of the spiritual force behind it (MD, 148).  
 
As may be seen, for Doyle, scientific inquiry need not necessarily be separate from 
one’s emotional or spiritual experiences. Also, what Doyle sees as the purpose of science is 
not unlike what Wordsworth sees as the purpose of science and poetry: “[it] is an 
acknowledgement of the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgement the more sincere 
because it is not formal” (Wordsworth, 166). Wordsworth further writes that “Poetry is the 
first and last of all knowledge … If the labours of men of science should ever create any 
material revolution, direct or indirect, in our condition, and in the impressions which we 
habitually receive … [the poet] will be ready to follow the steps of the man of science” 
(Wordsworth, 167). In the next chapter, I will provide a stylistic analysis of Holmes’s 
language and argue that he critiques a materialist worldview, and to promote one that 
integrates both perception and imagination as a way of understanding the world. It is 
therefore rather problematic to see, as most critics have done, Doyle and Holmes as 





















The Holmes stories are usually made up of two mysteries: the first being a rather trivial 
puzzle at the beginning of the story, and the second being the main mystery or crime that 
Holmes is required to solve. Doyle’s South American fans coined the term ‘Sherlockholmitos’ 
to refer to these “clever little deductions” (MA, 91) performed by Holmes at the beginning of 
each story. The Sherlockholmitos are trivial in the sense that they mostly do not involve a 
crime nor are they directly related to the main mystery of the story. Rather, they are often 
casual exchanges between Holmes and Watson in which both study an object (or sometimes a 
person) and try to “reconstruct the man by an examination of it” (HB, 5) – for example, trying 
to infer information about the owner of a felt cap in “The Blue Carbuncle”, a watch in SF, or 
a walking stick in HB. However, the Sherlockholmitos fulfil the important functions of 
(re)acquainting readers with Holmes’s method of detection, and also “[impressing] the reader 
with a general sense of his power” (MA, 91). As Van Dover rightly notes, in “his exercises of 
Sherlockholmitos … Holmes seems to be scientifically methodical and he seems to be a 
successful investigator, and so he seems to be a successful, scientifically methodical 
investigator” (Van Dover, (b), 82). Through an analysis of an excerpt from “A Case of 
Identity” in Section II, this chapter argues that the language of Holmes’s explanation in the 
Sherlockholmitos is very similar to the language used in scientific discourse. This may be 
seen from: (a) the frequent use of the passive construction in order to give the impression of 
distance and objectivity, (b) the use of grammatical metaphors24 (more specifically, 
nominalised phrases) in order to appear abstract and theoretical, and lastly (c) a logical 
                                                       
24 This term will be explained in the following section. 
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structure and progression of his explanation (as opposed, for example, to a sequential or 
chronological narrative) in order to sound logical.  
While Holmes also uses the same method of detection to arrive at the solution to the 
main mystery, a stylistic analysis of his summations in HB (Section III) will show that his 
language at the end of the story is much less scientific and more sensational. Like Dr Joseph 
Bell (on whom Doyle based his creation of Holmes), I argue that Holmes’s use of literary 
language reveals his “great faculty of deduction [which is] at times highly dramatic” 
(Blathwayt, 57)25 – as Holmes tells Watson in “The Greek Interpreter”, “my turn [towards 
detection] is in my veins, and may have come with my grandmother, who was the sister of 
Vernet26, the French artist. Art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms” (“The Greek 
Interpreter”, 435-6). The way in which Holmes sees his artistic predisposition as one of the 
reasons for his becoming a detective implies that detection, for him, is rooted in both artistic 
and scientific modes of thinking and expression. This is reflected in the way he seems to 
poeticise the logicality and scientificity of his solutions, which is evidenced by: (a) his use of 
reported speech, in which he only presents a summarised version of a character’s speech, so 
as to focus on the action sequences instead of the dialogue, (b) his frequent use of 
grammatical metaphors which re-express non-action verbs as action verbs in order to make 
his narrative more action-packed and dramatic, and (c) his emphasis on/thematisation of 
people and their emotions, as opposed to abstract concepts or physical evidence. The way 
Holmes uses language in his summations seems to foreground the elements of passion, 
adventure, drama, which make his explanations read more like a Romantic story rather than a 
                                                       
25 In an interview with Raymond Blathwayt in 1892 for The Bookman, Doyle explains that 
“Sherlock Holmes is the literary embodiment … of my memory of a professor of medicine 
[Dr Joseph Bell] at Edinburgh University, who would sit in the patients’ waiting room and 
diagnose the people as they came in, before even they had opened their mouths” (Interviews, 
57). He further describes Bell as someone whose “great faculty of deduction [is] at times 
highly dramatic” (Blathwayt, 57) – a trait which Holmes surely inherits from Bell.  
 
26 It is perhaps significant that one of Holmes’s ancestors is a Romantic artist: according to Ed 
Glinert’s notes on this story, Émile Jean Horace Vernet (1789-1863) “specialised in 
sentimental and patriotic pictures and did battle scenes for Napoleon III” (notes on “The 
Greek Interpreter”, 545-6). The fact that Holmes says art runs in his blood and that this could 
be why he became a detective is further evidence to suggest that he is a Romantic detective. 
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discourse on science. Holmes’s poeticising of science and logic, as well as his use of 
empirical data and his imagination to solve the mysteries (as will be discussed in the 
following chapter) suggest that his method is one that is more influenced by a Romantic view 
of science than by a materialist one. These are also perhaps indicative of Holmes’s 
worldview: as Iain Pears, himself a writer of detective fiction, rightly states, “Holmes is, 
purely and simply, his method and the cases he solves” (Adventures, ix).  What this chapter 
and the next will therefore argue is that Holmes is someone who is aware of the limitations of 
a purely materialist or empiricist approach to science, and of how truth cannot be arrived at 
and articulated without the recourse to figurative language. I will first discuss how Doyle 
creates an impression of Holmes as a scientific and deductive genius through the use of 
scientific language, and then go on to show how Holmes’s language changes to one that is 
more dramatic and suspenseful at the end of the story. 
 
II. THE USE OF SCIENTIFIC LANGUAGE IN THE SHERLOCKHOLMITOS 
 
Much work has already been done on showing how Holmes’s method of detection is not a 
purely scientific or logical one: Marcello Truzzi, for instance, notes that “the vast majority of 
Holmes’s inferences just do not stand up to logical examination. Holmes concludes correctly 
simply because the author of the stories allows it so” (Truzzi, 70). However, as Van Dover 
also rightly argues, despite the “dubious quality” of Holmes’s scientific deductions, the 
Sherlockholmitos “are absolutely essential, however fraudulent, to sustaining the air of 
method – of ‘reasonings & deductions’ – which Conan Doyle saw as ‘the whole of 
[Holmes’s] character’” (Van Dover, (a), 82-3). But how is this “air of [scientific] method” 
sustained if most of the Sherlockholmitos are, in many cases, scientifically and logically 
flawed? This section argues that it is perhaps Holmes’s use of scientific language when 
explaining how he solves these puzzles that creates and sustains the impression of him as a 
man of science – as Inka Moring correctly points out, Holmes adopts the voice of “[a] 
disinterested scientist” in most of his explanations (Moring, 362). This will be demonstrated 
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through a linguistic analysis of Holmes’s deductions about his client, Mary Sutherland, in “A 
Case of Identity” as seen below27: 
Extract 1 
 
[Holmes] “My first glance is always at a woman's sleeve. In a man it is perhaps better 
first to take the knee of the trouser. As you observe, this woman had plush upon her 
sleeves, which is a most useful material for showing traces. The double line a little 
above the wrist, where the typewritist presses against the table, was beautifully 
defined. The sewing-machine, of the hand type, leaves a similar mark, but only on the 
left arm, and on the side of it farthest from the thumb, instead of being right across 
the broadest part, as this was. I then glanced at her face, and, observing the dint of a 
pince-nez at either side of her nose, I ventured a remark upon short sight and 
typewriting, which seemed to surprise her.” 
[Watson] “It surprised me.” 
“But, surely, it was obvious. I was then much surprised and interested on glancing 
down to observe that, though the boots which she was wearing were not unlike each 
other, they were really odd ones; the one having a slightly decorated toe-cap, and the 
other a plain one. One was buttoned only in the two lower buttons out of five, and the 
other at the first, third, and fifth. Now, when you see that a young lady, otherwise 
neatly dressed, has come away from home with odd boots, half-buttoned, it is no 
great deduction to say that she came away in a hurry.” 
“And what else?” I asked, keenly interested, as I always was, by my friend's incisive 
reasoning. 
“I noted, in passing, that she had written a note before leaving home but after being 
fully dressed. You observed that her right glove was torn at the forefinger, but you 
did not apparently see that both glove and finger were stained with violet ink. She had 
written in a hurry and dipped her pen too deep. It must have been this morning, or the 
mark would not remain clear upon the finger.” (“A Case of Identity”, 83-4) 
 
 
                                                       
27 This chapter only provides a detailed analysis of extracts 1 and 6. Please see appendix C for 
a brief stylistic analysis of all eight extracts from HB (1901) and various stories from The 
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1892) and The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes (1894): extracts 
1-4 are sherlockholmitos and extracts 5-10 are Holmes’s explanations of the main mystery. It 
may be observed from these other extracts that Holmes’s language is, for the most part, 
consistent in the way he adopts a more scientific language when explaining the 
sherlockholmitos, and a more ‘Romantic’ one when summing up the main mystery at the end 
of the story. 
 
I have only chosen extracts from these three works because they are arguably the strongest 
and most representative of the Holmes stories – as Ian Ousby rightly tells us, “Doyle found 
[in these works] his true métier and his true audience: they are the best and most popular of 
his work … [the Holmes in his later stories] has become a more crudely drawn and less 
impressive figure than earlier” (Ousby, 151). Moreover, when Doyle was asked in 1927 to list 
what he felt were the best Holmes stories, fourteen out of the nineteen stories in his list were 
from the Adventures and Memoirs collections (Hardy, 167). As such, this thesis will mainly 
focus on stories from these three works.  
 31 
(a) Sounding Objective: Holmes’s Use of Passives 
 
The passive construction is a common linguistic feature of written discourse – especially in 
scientific and academic prose (Conrad and Biber, 38)28. According to Dwight Atkinson, the 
use of passives in academic writing has increased significantly over time: looking at articles 
written in The Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society from 1675 to 1975, Atkinson 
observes an average of 22.4 passive verbs per 1000 words in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and an average of 35.7 per 1000 words in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
(Atkinson, 126-7). In the English language, passivisation usually involves a change in the 
grammatical function of the constituents that bear the semantic roles of ‘agent’ and ‘patient’ – 
that is, the one who carries out the action, and the one on whom the action is carried out. In a 
typical sentence written in the active voice, the semantic roles of agent and patient are 
assigned to the grammatical functions of subject and object respectively (as seen from 
example 1 below); however, when the sentence is passivised, the patient is ‘promoted’ to the 
position of subject and the agent is ‘demoted’ to an adjunct (example 2). This means that, in 
the passive voice, the agent is no longer an obligatory element in the sentence and can thus be 
omitted (example 3). In most cases, this operation is also marked syntactically by a change in 
the form of the main verb: in the passive construction, the main verb takes the past participle 
form and is preceded by a passive BE (as italicised in the examples below). The ability to 
remove the agent – or, in the case of scientific writing, the scientist – from the discourse 
makes the passive form an attractive rhetorical tool in scientific writing. This is because, in 
removing himself from the text, the scientist is able, as Richard Ohmann states, to “[throw] 
emphasis on the … object and [reduce] emphasis on the subject” (Ohmann, cited in Coetzee, 
150). The passive therefore “answers well to a preference for objectivity and distance” 
(Ohmann, cited in Coetzee, 150), both of which are arguably the main principles of scientific 
research and writing. 
 
 
                                                       
28 Not surprisingly, Romance fiction has the second lowest number of passives, after 
telephone conversations (Conrad and Biber, 38).  
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Example 1 Active Voice:  The boy hit the girl.   
  
      
  Semantic role:   agent          patient 
  Grammatical role:  subject         object 
 
  
Example 2 Passive Voice:  The girl was hit by the boy.   
  
     
  Semantic role:   patient        agent 
  Grammatical role:  subject                   adjunct         
 
 
Example 3 Passive Voice:  The girl was hit.   
  
     
  Semantic role:   patient       
  Grammatical role:  subject              
     
 Holmes’s use of the passive, firstly, creates a similar impression of scientific 
objectivity and distance because of the omission of the ‘human element’ in the discourse. In 
extract 1, there are six clauses written in the passive voice (listed below), all of which make 
no mention of Mary Sutherland herself, even though she is the agent and the subject of 
Holmes’s study – only things pertaining to her (for example, her gloves, her wrist, etc.) are 
talked about. This reflects how the empirical gaze is necessarily a distanced and a 
dehumanising one in the way that it treats “[a] client [as] a mere unit – a factor in a problem” 
(SF, 16). Holmes’s use of the passive seems to show how he does not really see Mary 
Sutherland as a human being, but rather, as an inanimate object that makes for an interesting 
exercise in logical deduction – no different from the walking stick in HB or the cap in “The 
Blue Carbuncle”.   
 
Examples of Passive Clauses in Extract 1 
 
 1) The double line a little above the wrist … was beautifully defined. 
 2) One was buttoned only in the two lower buttons out of five 
 3) and the other [was buttoned] at the first, third, and fifth 
 4) after being fully dressed 
 5) her right glove was torn at the forefinger 




The above examples belong to a class of passives called quasi-passives. These 
are passive sentences that “represent a ‘mixed’ class whose members have both verbal 
and adjectival properties” (Quirk et al., 809). According to Quirk et al., a test for 
quasi-passives is that (i) the BE-verb may be replaced by a lexically ‘marked’ 
auxiliary (for example, ‘seem’), and (ii) the sentence can take a by-agent (which 
‘pure’ adjectival participles can rarely take). Consider, for example, clause 6: 
  
 both glove and finger were stained with violet ink 
 (i) both glove and finger seemed stained with violet ink 
(ii) both glove and finger were stained with violet ink by Mary 
 
Contextual evidence is also important in determining whether the participle 
functions as an adjective or a verb – “the participle interpretation focuses on the 
process, while the adjective interpretation focuses on the state resulting from the 
process” (Quirk et al., 244). Looking at clause 1, Holmes is not just making a 
comment about the state of the double line above Mary’s wrist as being beautifully 
defined; he is also inquiring into the process of defining the double lines – that is, 
what caused those lines in the first place? This may be inferred from the following 
sentence where Holmes remarks that “[a] sewing machine … leaves a similar mark, 
but only on the left arm”. Here, Holmes seems more concerned with what could have 
left the mark on Mary’s sleeve than simply with the state of the lines being well 
defined. It is only by focusing on the act of defining the marks that Holmes can begin 
to infer the ‘agent’ of that act29, and, consequently, what Mary was doing before 
coming to see Holmes – that is: 
 
The double line a little above the wrist … was beautifully defined [by the edge 
of the table on which Mary was writing a letter]. 
                                                       




The frequent use of the passive construction aligns Holmes’s method with Francis 
Bacon’s materialist method of scientific inquiry: as Van Dover notes, Bacon was widely 
regarded as “the presiding genius of scientific inquiry” in nineteenth-century England and had 
a strong influence on scientists like Newton and Darwin (Van Dover, (b), 21). Van Dover 
further explains that the main features of the Baconian method are “practical activity 
(accumulation of data), intellectual passivity (avoidance of theory and hypothesis), and 
consequent certainty (laws of nature)” (Van Dover, (b), 21). Holmes’s use of the passive 
mode not only allows him to foreground his data by making them the grammatical subjects of 
the discourse, but it also allows him to withhold any theories regarding who is responsible for 
the action or what the data means until enough evidence has been gathered. For example, in 
clauses 5 and 6, Holmes is able to describe the state of Mary Sutherland’s right glove and 
finger without necessarily committing himself to any theory as to how her glove came to be 
torn and how her glove and fingers were stained. The active form of the sentence – that is, 
“Mary Sutherland tore her right glove and stained both glove and finger with violet ink” – 
would arguably place unwanted emphasis on the agent, Mary, and her act of tearing and 
staining the glove, rather than on the data (that is, the tear and ink stains themselves) and what 
they suggest about her – that she had written a letter to someone in a hurry that morning. It 
would also mean that Mary is the one responsible for tearing her glove and staining her 
fingers – a conclusion that Holmes probably does not want to make too hastily without more 
supporting evidence. To draw such a conclusion too quickly would be a violation of the 
Baconian rule of intellectual passivity: as Holmes tells Watson, “[it] is a capital mistake to 
theorise before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of 
theories to suit facts” (“A Scandal in Bohemia”, 6). Thus, the marked use of passives in the 
Holmes stories serves two main functions: firstly, it enables Holmes to sound more objective 
and distanced, and secondly, it is indicative of Holmes’s commitment to the Baconian method 
of scientific inquiry.  
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(b) Sounding Theoretical and Abstract: Holmes’s Use of Nominalisation 
 
Another linguistic feature of scientific discourse is the marked use of nominalisation30 – that 
is, reconstrual of a non-entity as an entity or noun – for example, ‘the bulls are running’ 
(verb) to ‘the running of the bulls’ (noun phrase), or ‘honest’ (adjective) to ‘honesty’ (noun). 
However, one of the rhetorical effects of nominalisation is that the text ends up sounding 
abstract and theoretical – this is the effect Holmes achieves through the marked use of 
nominalised groups in his explanations. Nominalisation is also an example of a grammatical 
metaphor – a term proposed by M.A.K Halliday to describe the lack of congruence between 
the semantic and grammatical functions of a word or phrase31. For example, in the sentence 
‘she runs everyday’, the meaning of the word ‘run’ is congruent with its grammatical 
category as a verb, since a verb usually denotes an action or process. However, in the 
sentence ‘she goes for a run every morning’, ‘run’ involves the use of a grammatical 
metaphor because the act of running has been grammatically reconstrued as an entity or a 
noun through the process of nominalisation. Thus, as Halliday explains, in a grammatical 
metaphor “there is a junction of two meanings: the category meaning of the congruent form 
[run] (‘process’) clashes with the category of a noun (‘entity’), and the impact generates a 
new meaning, ‘process as (virtual) entity’” (Halliday, (c), 107). Halliday’s theory that 
metaphorical operations can take place at the level of grammar differs from the ‘traditional’ 
ways of analysing metaphors, which tends to focus on lexical substitutions. Though 
Halliday’s framework is, as yet, not widely accepted or applied in literary research, it is still a 
                                                       
30 According to Atkinson, the frequency of nominalisations in the articles published in 
Philosophical Transactions from 1675 to 1975 has increased significantly from 17.1 words 
per 1,000 words in 1775, to 32 in 1925 and 51.2 in 1975 (Atkinson, 123). 
 
31 I am using the term ‘grammatical metaphor’ instead of just ‘nominalisation’ because it is a 
more comprehensive way of describing the various shifts in grammatical classes which 
commonly take place in scientific discourse. For example, apart from the process of 
nominalisation, Halliday also observes that verbs tend to be reconstrued as adjectives – 
“increasing poverty” as opposed to “poverty is increasing” (Halliday, (d), 209). However, 
due to time and space constraints, this thesis will only focus on the process of nominalisation, 
which is the most prominent grammatical metaphor used in scientific discourse. Also, in the 
following section, I will be examining another kind of grammatical metaphor Holmes uses to 
make his narrative more dramatic. 
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very useful way of accounting for the syntactic choices made in different genres of discourse, 
and, more importantly, the rhetorical effects of such choices.  
Nominalisation is a very useful resource for scientific writing. This is because it 
makes it easier to talk about various phenomena or processes in the world by “[reconstruing] 
certain aspects or components of human experience in a different way, in the course opening 
them up to be observed, investigated and explained” (Halliday, (d), 194). This is particularly 
true of both nouns and nominal groups: semantically, ‘entities’ or nouns are “the more stable 
elements on the experiential scene [because they] tend to persist through time, whereas the 
processes themselves are evanescent” (Halliday, (d), 197). In example 1 (see list of 
nominalisation in extract 1 below), the process of glancing is re-expressed as an entity when 
Holmes says “My first glance is always at a woman's sleeve” instead of “I always glance at a 
woman’s sleeve first”. Here, the brevity of the glance is juxtaposed with the sense of 
permanence and stability it gains by being nominalised. This grammatical metaphor is 
significant for at least two reasons: firstly, by making the act of glancing the subject and 
theme of the sentence, Holmes stresses the importance of careful observation when solving a 
mystery. Secondly, it could possibly be seen as a reflection of Holmes’s immense powers of 
observation and his photographic memory – that is, for Holmes, taking a glance at a person is 
like taking a photograph of them since every single detail seems to be permanently and 
clearly captured in Holmes’s mind. What Holmes gleans from just a single glance is therefore 
the equivalent of (or even more than) a prolonged study of that same phenomenon by Watson, 















Table 1: Examples of Grammatical Metaphors in Extract 1 
 
 
Grammatical Metaphor: Non-Metaphorical Form: 
1. My first glance 
 
I first glanced at 
2. The double line a little above the 
wrist, where the typewritist presses 
against the table 
 
The double line a little above the wrist is 
where the typewritist presses against the table 
 
3. a similar mark 
 
marked in a similar way 
4. the dint of a pince-nez at either side 
of her nose 
 
a pince-nez dinted both sides of her nose. 
5. a remark 
 
I remarked that 
6. [her] short sight 
 
She could only see nearby objects. 
 
7. typewriting (noun) 
 
typewriting (verb) 
8. no great deduction 
 
What I deduced was not great. 
 
The stability of nominal groups also makes it syntactically easier to refer back to 
them through the use of pronouns, and to modify them. This may be seen in example 3, where 
the head of the noun phrase ‘line’ undergoes numerous modifications in terms of specificity 
(the), number (double), location (a little above the wrist) and, again, location (where the 
typewritist presses against the table). Also, nouns and nominal groups have the potential to 
hold much more information within them than any other grammatical class. This makes it 
much easier for a scientist to discuss and expand upon a certain theory or object in a 
systematic way; for example, consider the way Holmes talks about Mary’s boots in example 
11 (the chain of grammatical subjects that refer to the boots are in bold): 
 
I was then much surprised and interested on glancing down to observe that, though 
the boots which she was wearing were not unlike each other, they were really odd 
ones; the one having a slightly decorated toe-cap, and the other a plain one. One 
was buttoned only in the two lower buttons out of five, and the other at the first, 
third, and fifth.  
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The noun phrase “the boots which she was wearing” is a relativisation of the sentence 
“she was wearing boots”. The nominalised form of this sentence allows Holmes to give even 
more information about Mary’s boots within the same sentence: in this case, that each side 
was “not unlike” the other. The following referent, “they”, retains all the information of the 
boots provided in the previous sentence and adds on to them by saying that the boots were 
very odd. Holmes then elaborates on the oddity of the boots by explaining that “one” is more 
fancy that “the other”. Finally, the repeated use of the noun phrases “the one” and “the other” 
ensures that Watson and the reader are clear on exactly which boot Holmes is describing. The 
potential for nominal groups to retain large amounts of information may be seen, for example, 
in the last nominal group “the other”, which contains the following information provided by 
the preceding sentences: (i) it is worn by Mary, (ii) it is similar to the other boot, (iii) both 
boots form an odd pair because (iv) one is different from the other, (v) it is the plainer of the 
two, (vi) it has five buttons, (vii) it is buttoned differently from the other, and (vii) only its 
first, third and fifth buttons are buttoned. These observations support Holmes’s conclusion 
that Mary must have left her house in a hurry since, according to him, no neatly dressed 
young lady would leave the house with half-buttoned boots unless she was in a hurry. As can 
be seen, the ability to refer back to and expand upon nominal groups makes them “a powerful 
resource for making meaning” because “[they] can be expanded to a more or less indefinite 
extent” (Halliday, (d), 196). This in turn allows for “a form of discourse for reasoning from 
observation and experiment, drawing general conclusions and progressing from one step to 
another in sequences of logical argument” (Halliday, (c), 123) – this will be further discussed 
in section (c). 
 However, the process of nominalisation “is not simply a rewording: it is a remeaning” 
because it “compacts and changes the nature of everyday words” (Halliday, (c), 126, italics in 
original), and, in so doing, changes our perception of the objects they refer to. Peter Wignell 
similarly writes that “science involves trying to understand the ‘world’ by looking at it 
through a technical framework: turning commonsense understanding into technical 
understanding” (Wignell, 298). In being reconstructed as “theoretical objects” within a 
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technical or scientific framework, these everyday words and phenomena acquire a theoretical 
and abstract value that enhances our general understanding of the world – or, in the case of 
the above extract, our understanding of Mary Sutherland. Hence, like scientific methods of 
research, the success of Holmes’s method depends strongly upon the detective’s ability to see 
beyond the objects themselves and recognise “the importance of sleeves, the suggestiveness 
of thumb-nails, or the great issues that may hang from a bootlace” (“A Case of Identity”, 83) 
when solving a mystery. This is a stark contrast to Watson who is unable or afraid to make 
inferences from his observations: as Holmes tells him, “you can see everything. You fail, 
however, to reason from what you see. You are too timid in drawing your inferences” (“The 
Blue Carbuncle”, 139-40). In this way, Holmes’s frequent use of grammatical metaphors not 
only makes his explanations sound quite theoretical and abstract; it also emphasises the way 
in which he, like any good scientist, is able to see the abstract or symbolic value in the 
minutiae when solving a mystery. 
 
 (c) Sounding Logical: The Logical Progression in Holmes’s Solutions 
 
Holmes’s method is often regarded as one that is firmly grounded in logic, not necessarily 
because of the logicality of his explanations (since many of them are rather fallacious and 
farfetched32), but because his solutions are always presented in the style and form of a logical 
argument – they are, as Holmes himself describes, “a series of inferences, each dependent 
upon its predecessor and each simple in itself” (“The Dancing Men”, 250). This section 
briefly examines the Thematic/Rhematic structure of some clauses in extract 1, and shows 
how the structure of these clauses is very similar to that of scientific discourse, in that the 
clauses in both generally take the form of either “a causes/is caused by x” or “b proves/is 
proved by y” (Halliday, (a), 137).  
                                                       
32 For example, in “The Blue Carbuncle”, Holmes studies a felt cap and concludes, from its 
unbrushed state, that the owner’s wife no longer loves him: 
 
‘This hat has not been brushed for weeks. When I see you, my dear Watson, with a 
week’s accumulation of dust upon your hat, and when your wife allows you to go out 
in such a state, I shall fear that you also have been unfortunate to lose your wife’s 
affection’ (“The Blue Carbuncle”, 141). 
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Theme, as defined by Gillian Brown and George Yule, refers simply to “the left-most 
constituent of the sentence”, while the Rheme refers to “everything else that follows in the 
sentence” (Brown and Yule, 126). According to them, the Theme, by virtue of it being at the 
front of the clause, “[influences] the hearer/reader’s interpretation of everything that follows 
in the discourse since it will constitute the initial textual context for everything that follows” 
(Brown and Yule, 125). Halliday further adds that the Theme “serves as a point of departure 
of the message; it is that with which the clause is concerned”, while the Rheme is “the part in 
which the Theme is developed” (Halliday, (b), 37)33. Because of this, there is a close semantic 
relationship between Thematic/Rhematic structure and the way in which information is 
presented in a text (Halliday, (b), 299). Information that is inferable or already known to the 
reader (given information) is usually presented in the Theme, while information that is not 
known to the reader (new information) is usually presented in the Rheme. In a sustained 
argument, new information that is presented in the Rheme of one clause is usually ‘re-
packaged’ as given information in the Theme of the following clause allowing for further 
elaboration in its Rheme, and forming, in this way, a chain of logical inferences. This may be 
seen from Holmes’s explanation of how he knew about Mary’s frequent typewriting the 
moment he saw her (see table in Appendix A). 
As may be seen, the Rheme of each clause forms the Theme of the following clause. 
Also, all the clauses largely take the form of either “a causes/is caused by x” or “b proves/is 
proved by y”. Holmes says that plush is useful for showing traces (Rheme of clause 2), this is 
proven by the fact that the double line above Mary’s sleeve where she pressed against the 
table (Theme of clause 3) is beautifully defined (Rheme of clause 3). He then goes on to 
explain that the sewing machine of the hand type (Theme of clause 4) causes a similar mark 
on the sleeve (Rheme of clause 4 and Theme of clause 5) but only on the left hand (Rheme of 
clause 5). The fact that the mark is on the right hand disproves the hypothesis that the mark 
was left by the sewing machine and that Mary was sewing. Thus, Holmes correctly deduces 
                                                       
33 For example, in the sentence “World War II ended in 1945”, the Theme “World War II” is 
what the sentence is about, and the Rheme “ended in 1945” develops the Theme by giving 
more information about it.  
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from the line above Mary’s right wrist that she has been typewriting based on the assumptions 
that (i) people who typewrite always have a double line a little above their right wrist from 
pressing against the table, and (ii) people who sew always have a mark on the left wrist. This 
argument is, of course, fallacious because having such a line above the wrist does not 
necessarily mean that a person has been typing – it could perhaps also mean that a person has 
been writing a letter or reading a book at the table. However, Holmes’s explanation still 
manages to sound convincing and even impressive to Watson and, presumably, the reader 
because it is constructed in a way that tightly and systematically links every clause into a 
logical chain (as seen from the table above). In using a Thematic/Rhematic structure which is 
very similar to that of scientific discourse34, Holmes’s explanation takes on an “air of science” 
(Van Dover, (b), 82) which makes it sound even more logical and credible. Moreover, 
Holmes’s belief that “all life is a great chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are 
shown a single link of it” (SS, 18-19) is reflected by the Thematic/Rhematic structure of his 
explanations, which takes the form of a logically linked chain of observations and inferences. 
Such a worldview is affirmed by the fact that he is able to deduce correctly Mary’s frequent 
typewriting from just a line on her sleeve.  
Thus far, this section has demonstrated that Holmes, to a large extent, uses scientific 
language in his explanations of the Sherlockholmitos. The use of the passive construction, 
grammatical metaphors (in particular, nominalisation), as well as the logical structure of his 
explanations are all characteristic linguistic features of scientific discourse, which Holmes 
incorporates in his own explanations in order to seem scientific and rational. The repeated use 
of the same kind of syntactic operations, as Coetzee writes in Doubling the Point (1992), 
reveals how a writer makes sense of his world: 
 
The kind of linkage that he makes between items, the kind of logical relation that he 
creates between propositions, the emphasis he gives to one verbal group over another 
– all of these being logical or epistemological acts with more or less clear syntactic 
correlates – can be read as clues to the logical or epistemological matrices within 
which his thinking moves. (Coetzee, 147) 
 
                                                       
34 See, for example, Halliday’s analysis of scientific texts in Halliday, 1994 and 2004. 
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 However, as Rosemary Jann also correctly points out, Holmes is perhaps not as 
scientific as he seems because “[his] “science” … depends more on educated inferences than 
on specialized techniques” (Jann, 46). That is, Holmes’s assumptions seem to be grounded 
more in everyday knowledge (such as information about sewing machines and plush), than on 
scientific knowledge like chemistry or physics. As I have already noted, the Sherlockholmitos 
are part of an accepted narrative method, which serve the purposes of (re-)familiarising the 
reader with Holmes’s method and to “impress [him] with a general sense of [Holmes’s] 
power” (MA, 91). As Jann further argues, “[it] was less important that Holmes be a scientist 
than that he be perceived as a scientific thinker” (Jann, 46). Thus, in spite of his fallacious 
arguments, Holmes’s language makes him seem as though he embodies the principles of 
science and logic – specifically, the “raw empiricism … reminiscent of the archinductionist 
Francis Bacon” (Truzzi, 59).  
 
III. THE USE OF LITERARY LANGUAGE IN EXPLAINING THE MAIN MYSTERY 
 
To briefly recapitulate, this thesis argues that Holmes’s approach to science is one that 
combines scientific and artistic ways of looking at the world – this is different from a 
materialist approach, which excludes the latter. In the previous section, I explained how 
Holmes’s language in the explaining the Sherlockholmitos highlights his powers of scientific 
and logical reasoning. In this section, I will discuss how Holmes’s language in his explanation 
of the final mystery is much more literary, in the sense that it conveys his logical deductions 
in a more emotionally (than intellectually) engaging way. This, I argue, aligns Holmes with a 
Romantic approach to science. Unlike scientific language which emphasises objective 
distance and logicality, literary language, generally speaking, tends to be associated with 
“emotional suggestiveness or impact” (Copi and Cohen, 107). That is, while scientific 
discourse often uses syntactic forms and words that are less emotive and figurative in order to 
seem objective, literary discourse chooses words which have both “literal meanings and … 
emotive meanings” (Copi and Cohen, 107) in order to invoke the reader’s emotions and 
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heighten the level of suspense or drama in a story – “to make,” as Watson says, “the reader 
share those dark fears and vague surmises” (HB, 153). This is perhaps especially true of 
Romantic novels where action, drama and love are key elements of the genre. To reiterate and 
add to the earlier definition given in Chapter One, Romances may also be seen as novels 
“concerned with high emotion, high life, and past times”, and this includes “stories of pistols 
and pirates and wild beasts, of criminal life, of spies in exotic locations and hard-boiled 
detectives” (Drabble, 870-1). Walter Scott, in his essay “On Romanticism” (1824), says a 
Romance is a story that 
 
transports us to the world of wonders, where supernatural agents are mixed with 
human characters, where the human characters themselves are prodigies, and where 
events are produced by causes widely and manifestly different from those which 
regulate the course of human affairs (Scott, 22). 
 
Robert Louis Stevenson similarly feels that the elements of fantasy and adventure are 
important in engaging the readers’ emotions: “Danger is the matter with which [the novel of 
adventure] deals; fear, the passion with which it idly trifles; and the characters are portrayed 
only so far as they realise the sense of danger and provoke the sympathy of fear” (Stevenson, 
98). As Northrop Frye succinctly states, “[the] essential element of plot in Romance is 
adventure” (Frye, 186) and “conflict is the basis or archetypal theme of Romance” (Frye, 
192). By analysing the language Holmes uses when explaining the solution to the mystery at 
the end of HB (see extract 5 below), I argue that Holmes may be seen as a Romantic detective 
because he does not suppress the Romanticism in this mystery (as he tells Watson to do in 
SF) but ironically foregrounds it through his frequent use of reported speech, grammatical 
metaphors which reconstrue logical relations as actions, as well as the Thematic/Rhematic 
structure of his explanation35. Indeed, the way in which Holmes sums up the mystery often 
seems more like a performance than an explanation – there is usually a gathering of all parties 
concerned and, after building up the suspense by revealing several overlooked details about 
                                                       
35 While these linguistic features are not solely associated with Romantic writing, this thesis 
will consider Holmes’s language to be Romantic in the way that it foregrounds the Romantic 
themes mentioned above. It is also these stylistic features that make his solutions read more 
like a Romantic tale than a scientific argument.   
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the mystery, Holmes unmasks the criminal in a highly dramatic fashion. This is seen, for 
example, at the end of SS: Holmes first invites Lestrade and Gregson to his house and tells 
them that the murderer is Jefferson Hope; at the same time, he lures Hope to his house 
without yet revealing his plan or Hope’s identity to his audience; finally, like a highly skilled 
sleight of hand artist, Holmes swiftly unmasks and apprehends Hope, much to everyone’s 
amazement. Here, Watson’s narrative seems to portray Holmes as a kind of magician rather 
than a scientist: 
 
[Hope] came forward with a somewhat sullen, defiant air and put his hands to assist. 
At that instant there was a sharp click, the jangling of metal, and Sherlock Holmes 
sprang to his feet again. 
  
‘Gentlemen,’ he cried, with flashing eyes, ‘let me introduce you to Mr Jefferson 
Hope, the murderer of Enoch Drebber and of Joseph Stangerson.’ 
 
The whole thing occurred in a moment – so quickly that I had no time to realise it. I 
have a vivid recollection of that instant, of Holmes’s triumphant expression and the 
ring of his voice, of the cabman’s dazed, savage face, as he glared at the glittering 
handcuffs, which had appeared as if by magic upon his wrists (SS, 65). 
 
As I will suggest, Holmes’s dramatic flair is also reflected in the way he uses 
language. In poeticising the scientific and logical reasoning behind his solutions, Holmes 
arguably subverts the dichotomy between science and art by demonstrating how both 




[Holmes] “… At his command she consented to pass as his sister, though he found 
the limits of his power over her when he endeavoured to make her the direct 
accessory to murder. She was ready to warn Sir Henry so far as she could without 
implicating her husband, and again and again she tried to do so. Stapleton himself 
seems to have been capable of jealousy, and when he saw the baronet paying court to 
the lady, even though it was part of his own plan, still he could not help interrupting 
with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul which his self-contained 
manner so cleverly concealed. By encouraging the intimacy he made it certain that 
Sir Henry would frequently come to Merripit House and that he would sooner or later 
get the opportunity which he desired. On the day of the crisis, however, his wife 
turned suddenly against him. She had learned something of the death of the convict, 
and she knew that the hound was being kept in the outhouse on the evening that Sir 
Henry was coming to dinner. She taxed her husband with his intended crime, and a 
furious scene followed in which he showed her for the first time that she had a rival 
in his love. Her fidelity turned in an instant to bitter hatred, and he saw that she would 
betray him. He tied her up, therefore, that she might have no chance of warning Sir 
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Henry, and he hoped, no doubt, that when the whole countryside put down the 
baronet's death to the curse of his family, as they certainly would do, he could win his 
wife back to accept an accomplished fact and to keep silent upon what she knew. In 
this I fancy that in any case he made a miscalculation, and that, if we had not been 
there, his doom would none the less have been sealed. A woman of Spanish blood 
does not condone such an injury so lightly.” (HB, 164) 
 
 
(a) The Dramatic Voice: Holmes’s Use of Reported Speech 
 
While Holmes’s “extraordinary genius for minutiae” (SF, 5) is clearly demonstrated in his 
explanation of the Sherlockholmitos, this same attention to detail is not really present in his 
summation of the main mystery. This may be seen, for example, from the way in which 
Holmes presents the characters’ speech acts in his explanations – more specifically, Holmes’s 
consistent use of narrative reports of speech acts as opposed to direct speech provides the 
audience with only a minimal account of what a character says. This arguably shifts the focus 
of his report away from what the characters said, to what they did. In other words, as this 
section will argue, the primary focus of Holmes’s explanation in this part of the story seems 
to be on action and drama, rather than on details such as what exactly the characters said to 
one another.  
There are, according to Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short (2007) and Toolan (1991), 
five main ways of presenting a character’s speech and thought acts in a narrative, of which, 
the three this section is concerned with are as follows: 
 
i) Direct speech “purports to be a faithful verbatim report of a person’s actual 
words” (Toolan, 120, italics in original), and is marked orthographically with 
inverted commas. For example: He told her, “I’ll come here to see you again 
tomorrow.” 
 
ii) Indirect speech “purports to provide an accurate version of what the speaker 
said” (Toolan, 120, italics in original). In this mode of presentation, the 
speaker’s message is projected into a subordinate clause, the tense changes 
from the present to the past, and the ‘near’ deictic expressions relating time 
and space become more remote (such as the change from ‘here’ to ‘there’, or 
from ‘this’ to ‘that’). For example: He told her that he would go there to see 
her again the following day. 
 
iii) A narrative report of a speech act is described as “a form which is more 
indirect than indirect speech” because “only a minimal account of the 




 As seen in extract 5, Holmes presents Mr and Mrs Stapleton’s speech acts only in the 
form of narrative reports, which erases most, if not all, of the words originally spoken by both 
characters: 
1. At his command  
2. she consented to pass as his sister 
3. the baronet paying court to the lady 
4. he could not help interrupting with a passionate outburst  
5. By encouraging the intimacy  
6. she taxed her husband with his intended crime 
 
 
 Here, Holmes’s treatment of language (as seen from the way he presents speech acts) 
is quite different from the scientific rigour with which he analyses language at the beginning 
of the stories. Holmes’s method is not only one that involves recognising how often-
overlooked objects are key to solving the mystery, but is also one that relies on being 
sensitive to language and recognising “the significance of [a] sentence” (HB, 33), a word and 
even a letter. In “A Case of Identity”, for instance, the “little slurring over the ‘e’, and [the] 
slight defect in the tail of the ‘r’” (“A Case of Identity”, 40) in Windibank’s typewritten note 
is the crucial piece of evidence needed to solve the mystery of Hosmer Angel’s 
disappearance. The defects of these letters are exactly the same as those found in Angel’s 
typewritten correspondence with Mary Sutherland, and this leads Holmes to conclude that 
Angel is really Windibank in disguise. Similarly, in HB, Holmes again demonstrates the 
importance of being sensitive to linguistic clues when he astutely observes that the cut out 
words in Sir Henry’s warning letter were taken from an article in The Times newspaper 
published the day before. This then allows him to conclude that the sender of the note has 
been tailing Sir Henry and must still be in London. Holmes’s omission of the actual dialogue 
between the Stapletons has the rhetorical effect of shifting the focus of his explanation away 
from the presentation of linguistic data (and what may be logically inferred from it), to the 
passionate struggle between the Stapletons – even the choice of words in his narrative 
reporting of the Stapletons’ speech acts (command, passionate outburst, taxed) carry a sense 
of emotional intensity which further heightens the dramatic effect of his narrative. Thus, 
through Holmes’s consistent use of narrative reports of speech acts, the nature of Holmes’s 
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explanation is changed from one that is similar to a discourse on science at the beginning of 
the story to one that is more like a Romance at the end36.  
 
(b)  Foregrounding Action: Holmes’s Metaphorical Use of Action Verbs 
 
In section II, I explained that Holmes’s use of nominalisation makes him appear more 
scientific and abstract. In this section, I examine another kind of grammatical metaphor that 
Holmes often uses in order to foreground action and make his explanations more thrilling. 
This metaphor involves the re-expressing of non-action verbs as action verbs. As explained 
earlier, grammatical metaphors do not just refer to the process of nominalisation but to any 
disjunction between the semantic meaning and grammatical category of a word or word 
group. For example, the process of seeing in the sentence “The fifth day saw them at the 
summit” is an instance of a grammatical metaphor, while the process of arriving in “They 
arrived at the summit on the fifth day” is not (Halliday, (b), 344). This is because the verb 
“arrived” typically takes the constituent with the semantic role of ‘agent’ for its subject (the 
one who arrives), and the constituent with semantic roles of ‘location’ and/or ‘time’ for its 
adjuncts – these are congruent with the sentence “They arrived at the summit on the fifth 
day”, as seen in example 4 below. However, “saw” is a verb that usually has, as its subject, a 
perceiver (agent) and a perceived phenomenon as its object. Thus, in the sentence “The fifth 
day saw them at the summit”, the verb “saw” is used metaphorically because there is a 
disjunction between the semantic roles the verb would normally take and the semantic roles 




                                                       
36 It may be argued that Holmes uses of reported speech because he is reporting events and 
not presenting a scientific analysis of clues. However, Holmes seems to believe that all forms 
of writing should be as precise and as attentive to detail as a scientific document. This may be 
seen in SF where Holmes criticises Watson’s use of language in SS (which is also meant to be 
a kind of report) as being too Romantic and, hence, imprecise. One would, therefore, expect 
that, given his views on writing, Holmes’s own explanations would be very detailed as well – 
this chapter thus analyses Holmes’s language against his own standards. Yet, to expect so 
much detail from Holmes would perhaps be ignoring the fact that he is, ultimately, a fictional 
character who must entertain his readers – this tension between being realistic, scientific and, 
at the same time, sensational could perhaps be explored in a further study. 
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Example 4:  They   arrived at the summit  on the fifth day 
 
 
Semantic role:  agent   location time 





Example 5:  The fifth day  saw them  at the summit 
 
 
Semantic role:  time   agent  location 
Grammatical role: subject   object  adjunct 
 
 
 In Hallidayan terms, the verb “saw” in example 5 is a grammatical metaphor because 
it is a process of perceiving (a mental process) that is being reconstrued as a process of 
moving (a material process). In Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar framework, he 
outlines six main categories of processes based on their semantic and syntactic properties: 
material, mental, verbal, relational, behavioural and existential processes (of which, the main 
focus of this section will be on the material and relational processes). To explain each process 
very briefly:  
 
(i) Material processes, or processes of doing, refer mainly to concrete actions 
(“kick”, “punch”, “kill”), as well as to processes that involve a physical 
change that can be observed, such as movement (“arrive”, “walk”, “drive”) or 
a change in physical state (“melt”, “evaporated”). 
 
 (ii)  Mental processes involve “conscious processing, including processes of 
perception, cognition and affection” (Martin, et. al., 105); for example, “see”, 
“know”, “think”, “wonder”, “love”, “hate”, and so on. 
 
 (iii) Verbal processes are those involving acts of verbal communication (“say”, 
“ask”, “command”). 
 
 (iv) Halliday identifies two main types of relational processes: one that involves 
the process of being (“Mary is the leader”, “Dogs are my favourite animals”, 
“Mary seems happy”) and another that involves the process of having (“Mary 
owns a car”, “That car belongs to him”, “Mary has lots of energy”). 
 
(v) Behavioural processes are verbs that ‘intersect’ with material and mental 
processes. Unlike mental processes which, arguably, cannot be seen 
happening, behavioural verbs are perceptive/cognitive/affective actions that, 
like material verbs, are concrete and can be perceived – for example, 
“laugh”, “cry”, “kiss”,” listen”, “smile”, etc. 
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 (vi) Existential processes, like relational processes, generally involve the use of 
the copular “be” verb; however, the subject of this verb is not an entity nor 
does it have any semantic meaning – for example, “It is raining”, “There will 
be guests arriving soon”.  
 
In scientific discourse, relational processes (that is, processes of being or having) tend 
to occur most frequently (Randaccio, 5) since the goal of science is to show how everyday 
experiences relate to a more general and abstract understanding of the world. However, this is 
not the case for Romance novels. Given that an essential element of these stories is action and 
conflict, the predominant processes used would presumably be the material ones since they 
denote concrete actions being carried out. When one compares the percentages of material 
and relational processes used in extracts 1 and 5 (refer to Appendix B), one may observe that 
there is an inverse relationship between the two. As expected, Holmes uses significantly more 
relational processes than material ones in extract 1 (Relational: 43% to Material: 30%) when 
trying to sound more scientific, while the opposite is the case in extract 5 (Relational: 13% to 
Material: 48%). More significant, however, is the marked use of grammatical metaphors that 
reconstrue other processes as material ones – that is, processes which do not involve a 
concrete action are frequently re-expressed using verbs that denote a concrete action. While 
there are only three instances of this in the first extract (8%), there are fifteen material verbs 
that are used metaphorically in the second extract (33%). Moreover, most of these 
grammatically metaphorical verbs actually involve relational processes (the ‘favourite’ 
process of scientific writing). As seen from Appendix B, this metaphor occurs very frequently 
in Holmes’s narrative: of the fifteen grammatical metaphors in extract 5, eleven involve 
relational processes (73%). This is seen, for example, in the sentence “he could not help 
interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul which his self-contained 
manner so cleverly concealed”. Here, the verbs “reveal” and “conceal” are both, at a literal 
level, material processes because they refer to the physical acts of uncovering or hiding an 
object, and changing the object’s physical state from one where it is initially not perceivable 
to one where it is (and the reverse for the verb “conceal”). In this sentence, however, both 
processes are used metaphorically since a person’s soul (the object of the verbs) can neither 
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be physically concealed nor revealed. Holmes is drawing the conclusion that “Stapleton has a 
fiery soul” (a relational process of having) through logical abduction, but re-expressing it as 
an action in order to emphasise the drama unfolding in his narrative, as seen below: 
 
Premise 1:  If one has a fiery soul, then one will have outbursts of passion. 
Premise 2:  Stapleton had a passionate outburst 
Conclusion:  Stapleton has a fiery soul. 
 
 
Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of jealousy, and when he saw the 
baronet paying court to the lady, even though it was part of his own plan, still he 
could not help interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul 
which his self-contained manner so cleverly concealed. 
 
 
Also, the syntactic structures that logically link subject to object typically used in 
scientific discourse – that is, “a causes/is caused by x” or “b proves/is proved by y” (Halliday, 
(a), 137) – are now replaced by a chronological sequence of actions and events. For example, 
instead of saying “Mrs Stapleton’s betrayal of her husband is caused by her learning 
something about the death of the convict and her knowledge of the hound being kept in the 
outhouse on the evening of Sir Henry’s visit”, Holmes adopts a far less abstract and much 
more exciting style by placing emphasis on answering the question ‘and then what 
happened?’ rather than ‘what caused it to happen?’: 
 
On the day of the crisis, however, his wife turned suddenly against him. She had 
learned something of the death of the convict, and she knew that the hound was being 
kept in the outhouse on the evening that Sir Henry was coming to dinner. 
 
 
 In reconstruing processes of being/having as processes of doing, Holmes is, in effect, 
poeticising his explanations by presenting a logical argument in the style of an adventure or a 
love story. In this way, Holmes may be perhaps ironically seen as doing exactly what he 
criticises Watson for doing in SF: that is, like Watson, he too “[has] attempted to tinge [his 
narrative] with romanticism” and “[work] a love-story or an elopement into the fifth 





 (c)  Foregrounding Passion in the Thematic/Rhematic Structure 
 
Pamela Gradon states that “[there] is indeed only one emotion which receives any extensive 
analysis in the Romances, namely love. Other emotions … are expressed fleetingly … but the 
emotion of love is not infrequently the subject of exhaustive analysis” (Gradon, 247). In HB, 
the themes of passion and love are arguably closely tied to the “sequential and processional” 
(Frye, 186) progression of the narrative. The increasing emotional intensity of the Stapletons’ 
relationship parallels the build up of action and suspense in the plot. Both arguably reach a 
climatic point “[on] the day of the crisis” (HB, 164) when Mr Stapleton plans to kill Sir 
Henry, and Mrs Stapleton’s “fidelity turned in an instant to bitter hatred” upon learning of his 
plot (HB, 164). Holmes foregrounds the Stapletons’ dramatic conflict and their extreme 
feelings towards each other by casting both of them as the Theme in almost every clause of 
his account (see table 3 on page 57). Unlike the Thematic structure in extract 1 which 
progresses from one logically related subject to another, there is a rather neat alternation 
between Mr and Mrs Stapleton as the character who is Thematised in extract 5 (highlighted in 
bold). This shift from an “object-centred”37 (Atkinson, 61) discourse which aims at 
eliminating the presence of man (as seen in extract 1) to one that is more character-centred 









                                                       
37 By “object-centred” discourse, Atkinson is referring to the tendency of ‘promoting’ the 
grammatical object to the position of subject through passivisation, thereby making it the 
Theme of the text. However, the term may also be understood as a discourse that gives 
prominence to material data/objects as opposed to human subjects.  
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1. At his command she consented  
2. [she] to pass as his sister 
3. though he  found the limits of his power over her  
4. when he endeavoured to make her the direct accessory to 
murder. 
5. She was ready,  
6. [she] to warn Sir Henry so far as she could without 
implicating her husband 
7. and again and again  she tried to do so. 
8. Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of jealousy, 
9. and when he,  saw the baronet paying court to the lady 
10. even though it was part of his own plan, 
11. still he could not help interrupting with a passionate 
outburst which revealed the fiery soul which his 
self-contained manner so cleverly concealed. 
12. By encouraging the intimacy he made it certain  
13. that Sir Henry would frequently come to Merripit House 
14. and that he would sooner or later get the opportunity which 
he desired. 
15. On the day of the crisis, however, his wife turned suddenly against him. 
16. She had learned something of the death of the 
convict, 
17. and she knew  
18. that the hound  was being kept in the outhouse on the evening 
that Sir Henry was coming to dinner. 
19. She taxed her husband with his intended crime, 
20. and a furious scene followed 
21. in which he showed her for the first time  
22. that she  had a rival in his love. 
23. Her fidelity turned in an instant to bitter hatred, 
24. and he saw 
25. that she would betray him. 
26. He tied her up, 
27. therefore, that she might have no chance of warning Sir Henry, 
28. and he hoped, no doubt, 
29. that when the whole countryside  put down the baronet's death to the curse of his 
family, 
30. as they certainly would do, 
31. he  could win his wife back  
32. [she] to accept an accomplished fact 
33. and [she] to keep silent upon what she knew. 
34. In this I fancy that 
35. In any case he made a miscalculation, 
36. and that, if we had not been there, his doom would none the less have been sealed. 
37. A woman of Spanish blood does not condone such an injury so lightly. 
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In consistently making both characters the Theme, the focus of the narrative always 
remains on the couple and their torrid relationship, even as the narrative progresses and new 
characters and events are being introduced (such as Sir Henry, his courting Mrs Stapleton, the 
hound, and so on). Additionally, the Thematic structure may perhaps also be seen as a way of 
emphasising how tightly-bound the couple are to one another emotionally even though Mrs 
Stapleton’s love for her husband has turned to bitter hatred – as Holmes remarks, “[love and 
hatred] are by no means incompatible emotions” (HB, 164). Sir Henry’s failure to win Mrs 
Stapleton’s affection is seen from the way in which his ‘intrusion’ into their relationship 
(which is represented by his similar ‘intrusion’ into the regular Thematic pattern in clauses 
13) does little to disturb the alternating pattern between Mr and Mrs Stapleton – in other 
words, much of the events in the story still revolve around the couple, spurred on by their 
intense love or hatred for one another. Mrs Stapleton ends up hating her husband as 
passionately as she had loved him and, because of this, continues to remain both physically 
and emotionally bound to him.  
What I have demonstrated in this chapter through a stylistic analysis of Holmes’s 
explanations is that his language is not consistently scientific: there is a clear difference 
between the way he explains the Sherlockholmitos at the beginning of the story and the main 
mystery at the end. While the style of the former is similar to what one would ‘traditionally’ 
associate with scientific writing, the latter, in its focus on action and passion, reads more like 
an adventure or a love story. The way in which Holmes poeticises the scientificity and 
logicality of his method also suggests that he takes a more Romantic approach to science 
which, unlike materialism, does not (completely) reject poetic approaches to understanding 
the world – as stated in the The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (PEPP), 
“[some] Romantics found metaphoric language in science” while others “imported metaphors 
from science to formulate their poetics” (PEPP, 1123, entry on ‘science and poetry). In the 
next chapter, I will be looking at the way the Holmes stories were published and illustrated, 
and propose that the heroic way in which Holmes is illustrated affirms his worldview and 
habits. The stories also suggest, through the difference between Holmes and his brother, 
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Mycroft, that the values of imagination, emotion and humanism are as essential as science 






























































The Victorian period was an era in which the serial and short story forms flourished, and 
when illustrations were an essential accompaniment to any literary work. Lorraine Kooistra38 
notes that “[with] their technological and aesthetic innovations, fin-de-siècle books ushered in 
a ‘golden age’ of illustration … Unique to the 1890s is the coupling of black-and-white art 
with the work of a contemporary author” (Kooistra, 1). These changes in publishing practices 
and literary tastes are significant because, as I will discuss in the following section, much of 
the success of the Holmes stories may be attributed to the form which the stories took, the 
magazine in which they were published, and the way Holmes was illustrated (Kooistra, 59). It 
is therefore reasonable to conclude that these same factors could have potentially influenced 
the way in which the Holmes stories were read39. As Laurel Brake rightly argues, every piece 
in a magazine “is instantly and always contextualised, embedded in a matrix of other pieces 
which make up the issue in which it appears, and extend to issues before and after” (Brake, 
54). The structure of the magazine thus “invites intertextual and dialogic readings of the 
larger magazine text of which the individual text is part” (Brake, 55). Through an 
examination of the publishing culture and reading habits of the Victorians, as well as the form 
of the Holmes stories, section II will strengthen the argument that Holmes was perhaps 
conceived as a Romantic detective rather than a materialist one. I will support this view by 
                                                       
38 Not much work has been done on the illustrations of Doyle’s stories – most critics and 
biographers only give them a passing mention. To my knowledge, Kooistra’s book, The Artist 
as Critic: Bitextuality in Fin-de-Siècle Illustrated Books (1995), is one of the few books that 
analyses the way Holmes is illustrated at some length.  
 
39 Of course, changes in reading tastes and social changes (such as the Industrial Revolution 
and the invention of the locomotive) would also have contributed to the success of Holmes – 
this will be discussed in greater detail in Section II. 
 56 
first looking at the Strand’s rather firm stance on publishing only stories in the tradition of 
Stevenson, and examine how the Holmes stories (and, arguably, Holmes himself) are aligned 
with the magazine’s ethos. I will then argue that the serial and short story forms which Doyle 
adopts may also be seen as Romantic in the way that they appeal to and work through the 
reader’s emotions by heightening the suspense of the story.  
 To add to Brake’s point mentioned above, “readers’ interpretations are [also] 
produced out of the dialogic engagements of image and text” (Kooistra, 13). The 
interpretation of a magazine story is not only influenced by the other articles that particularly 
so for the Holmes stories because, as Kooistra points out, the Strand magazine “was unlike 
any magazine to date, with its innovative editorial policy of including a picture on nearly 
every page” (Kooistra, 58)40. Additionally, the immense popularity of phrenology and the 
study of physiognomy during the Victorian era meant that both artists and readers, to a large 
extent, believed that a drawing of a character’s face could provide as much information about 
that character as the text itself – as written in a Victorian newspaper, “the picture tells its own 
tale – it is one of the most stirring novels of the day, full of life and character, and it will be 
read as the best piece of railway literature of the picturesque style that has ever been done” 
(cited in Cowling, 3). Section III will therefore examine the way in which Holmes was 
conceptualised and illustrated in the Strand. I propose that the “Romantic representation” 
(Kooistra, 63) of Holmes by Sidney Paget validates his imaginative and intuitive approach to 
science and detection. Having established that the stories support Holmes’s method of 
detection, I will then go on to examine the nature of his method. Contrary to John Cawelti’s 
view that Holmes is a paradox in that he is categorically scientific as a detective and 
Romantic as a person41, this chapter argues that these two sides of Holmes cannot be so easily 
                                                       
40 Facsimiles of some of the original Holmes stories in the Strand are made available by 
Stanford University at Discovering Sherlock Holmes (URL below). The first four pages of 
“The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter” are provided as an example in Appendix D.  
 
URL: http://sherlockholmes.stanford.edu/readings.html 
41 Cawelti’s assumption that science and Romance are antithetical to one another is arguably 
what allows for a materialist reading of Holmes. However, as discussed in Chapter Two and 
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separated. It is precisely because Holmes approaches each mystery from both a scientific and 
poetic point of view that he is so successful. For example, upon solving the mystery of the 
dancing men, he tells Watson that “we have ended by turning the dancing men to good when 
they have so often been the agents of evil” (“The Dancing Men”, 270), and he also tells Dr 
Mortimer in HB that he has “[in] a modest way … combated evil” (HB, 25). Holmes’s use of 
the terms “good” and “evil” implies that he does not regard each case from a purely 
intellectual and impersonal light, but also sees them as moral problems – this is arguably what 
motivates him to ensure that the criminal is caught and brought to justice at all costs. Thus, 
Holmes stories, in portraying how social order can only be restored by embracing a more 
Romantic and humanistic worldview, may arguably be seen as a defence of Romanticism.  
 
 
II. PUBLISHING SHERLOCK HOLMES 
 
Though, according to Graham Law, the practice of publishing fiction in instalments dates 
back to the 1670s (Law, 3), it only gained popularity during the nineteenth century. One of 
the reasons for this was price: for the greater part of the nineteenth century, novels were 
published in three volumes which cost around one and half guineas in total (10s 6d per 
volume) – a price only the wealthy could afford to pay. Periodicals therefore became a viable 
and attractive alternative for the masses. This is because breaking up novels into more parts 
and publishing them over several months or years “functioned economically … to lower the 
price of direct access to literature by spreading the cost over time” (Brake, 57). Additionally, 
technological advancements in printing and the availability of paper also lowered the price of 
magazines and newspapers: as Philip Davis points out, “[in] the 1830s steam had replaced 
operations by hand in the printing trade. Paper, the scarcity of which had forced up the price 
of books earlier in the century, was in abundant supply once no longer handmade but 
machine-produced” (Davis, 201-2). Also, with the abolition of the newspaper stamp duties 
and excise duties on printing paper in 1855 and 1861 respectively, prices fell even further 
                                                                                                                                                            
as this chapter will show, this was not necessarily a view held by the Romantics, nor was it 
one held by either Holmes or Doyle.   
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and, as a result, demand for newspapers and magazines greatly increased. For example, the 
price of The Times dropped from three pence to a half-penny (Calami, 28) and the most 
popular penny miscellanies were selling well over a quarter of a million copies per issue 
(Law, 23). However, price alone cannot adequately account for the immense popularity of 
serialised fiction during the Victorian period – as Linda Hughes and Michael Lung rightly 
argue, “something in the culture of the time made it especially receptive to the serial” 
(Hughes and Lund, 4). One of these factors was the change in literary tastes and reading 
habits brought about by the Industrial Revolution, which significantly influenced the language 
and form of Victorian literature – in particular, Doyle’s innovation of publishing short stories 
with a recurring main character.  
The Industrial Revolution, the invention of the steam locomotive and, later, the 
electric locomotive, led to an increasingly fast pace of life, which consequently led to a 
change in the reading habits of the Victorians. As Peter Calami notes, much reading was done 
while travelling on trains and while waiting at the railway stations; thus, many publishers 
would time the release of their newspapers to catch city workers who were heading to and 
from work by train (Calami, 29-30)42. However, trying to read one or, more often than not, 
several magazines during a train ride meant that little time could be spent on every article or 
story. Because of this, articles became shorter in length43 and lighter in terms of content. The 
style of serial prose also became “more linear [and] more speedy” (Davis, 213) in order to 
facilitate the quickened rate of reading and writing these stories – Doyle himself says that he 
tried to “cultivate a simple style and avoid long words so far as possible” (MA, 68). The 
extent of this change in reading and writing habits is perhaps best seen from the way in which 
the verb ‘to scan’ “changed its very meaning over the period, from ‘examining minutely’ to 
‘skimming or getting the gist’. ‘The world reads too much and too quickly to read well’, Mill 
                                                       
42 Kate Flint additionally notes that “[reading] on trains signified modernity” (Flint, 24), and 
hence it perhaps became a rather fashionable thing to do or to be seen doing. This arguably 
increased demand for magazines at railway stations even further.  
 
43 Law observes that by the 1880s, “the average length of the novel had shrunk dramatically 
following the demise of the triple-decker” (Law, 33). 
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had concluded” (Davis, 213). This new style of writing was aptly termed “the railway style” 
(Breen, 141) by the Victorian scholar Henry H. Breen. The railway style, as Breen describes, 
is one that is peculiar to the nineteenth century and is characterised by 
 
… [its] rapidity of transitions from thought to thought, and for the length of theme the 
writer may go over without drawing breath. It has no time for colons or semicolons, 
and bestows but a passing notice on the commas. As to full stops, it admits only one, 
and that is called a terminus. Stops were well enough in the steady, stately, stage-
coach phraseology of the Johnsons, but they are unsuited for our days of electricity 
and steam (Breen, 141).   
 
 
Davis argues that this “hurried, sequential style … [changed] the very shape of 
experience and the syntax of thought” (Davis, 213). That is, the increasingly fast-moving 
lifestyle not only resulted in a change in the way language was used, but also in the way the 
Victorians thought about and experienced the world. This is perhaps quite true of Holmes, 
whose thought processes are arguably a hyperbolic mimicking of this new fast-paced lifestyle 
and mode of thinking, and it is through this that suspense is created in Holmes’s explanation. 
Like the railway style of language and thought which moves hurriedly along without pause, 
the speed at which Holmes moves from one thought to another before arriving at the 
“terminus” (that is, the solution to the mystery) is often much too rapid for other characters 
and readers to grasp. This is why his conclusions always seem implausible and sensational at 
first. In VF, for example, Inspector MacDonald seeks Holmes’s help in solving the Birlstone 
mystery. However, instead of discussing the details of the murder, Holmes begins by telling 
MacDonald about a painting by an eighteenth-century artist named Jean Baptiste Greuze that 
hangs in Professor Moriarty’s office. Holmes then says that the painting “has a very direct 
and vital bearing upon [the case]. In fact, it may in a sense be called the very centre of it” 
(VF, 18). MacDonald, however, cannot see how the painting and the murder are linked, and is 
forced to admit to Holmes, “Your thoughts move a bit too quick for me, Mr Holmes. You 
leave out a link or two, and I can’t get over the gap” (VF, 18). Holmes subsequently provides 
the links that fill this “gap” by explaining how the painting is a sign of Moriarty’s criminal 
activities. Priced at around forty thousand pounds, it is not something that Moriarty can easily 
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afford given his salary of only seven hundred pounds a year. The fact that he owns such an 
expensive item thus suggests that the bulk of his income is earned illegally. This, together 
with a letter from Moriarty’s henchman warning Holmes of trouble at the Birlstone mansion, 
leads the latter to the conclusion that a crime involving Moriarty has been or will be 
committed at the mansion. These seemingly irreconcilable gaps between evidence and 
conclusion are an important feature in all of Holmes’s solutions. They not only point to the 
‘railway engine’ speed at which Holmes’s mind works, but also serve as an effective way of 
piquing the reader’s curiosity and creating suspense: like Inspector MacDonald, the reader 
“[grows] steadily more impressed as the conversation [proceeds]” and “[loses] himself in his 
interest” (VF, 21). In presenting his audience with his seemingly outrageous conclusion first 
and withholding the steps that lead up to it, Holmes reveals that he is not just an excellent 
logician, but also a master at storytelling and creating suspense.   
 In a similar way, the form of the serial also engages the reader by creating suspense 
through a gap between the climax at the end of one instalment and the denouement at the start 
of the following instalment. It is, in this way, a form that appeals more to the emotions than to 
the mind of the reader: as Charles Dickens once told Wilkie Collins, a good sensation story 
must be able to “[make] them laugh, make them cry, make them wait” (cited in Davis, 231, 
italics in original)44. The success of the sensation or mystery novel thus depended heavily on 
its ability to excite and intrigue the reader using “the mechanisms of enigma and suspense 
encouraged by the weekly serial” (Law, 33). However, these gaps in the narrative are also, 
ironically, the main weakness of the serial form. Doyle realised that while a single character 
running through a series “would bind that reader to that particular magazine” (MA, 80) if the 
story were engaging enough, “it had long seemed to me that the ordinary serial might be an 
impediment rather than a help to a magazine, since, sooner or later, one missed one number 
and afterwards it had lost all interest” (MA, 81). This is perhaps one of the reasons why, by 
                                                       
44 The word ‘suspense’, as defined by the OED, not only refers to “the capacity to arouse 
suspense, excitement, or apprehension”, but it can also mean “to defer or intermit the 
execution”. In the suspense novel, both senses of the word are relevant; that is, the feeling of 
excitement is created by deferring the resolution to a problem.  
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the time Doyle began his literary career in the late 1880s, serial fiction had somewhat fallen 
out of vogue in England – as John Sutherland notes, the 1860s saw a new breed of publishers 
(George Bently, John Maxwell, William Tinsley, Hurst and Blackett) and novelists 
(Meredith, Reade, Collins, Ouida, Braddon) “for whom serialisation in monthly numbers was 
as antediluvian as the powdered wig or the buckled shoe” (Sutherland, 102). Doyle believed 
that he was the first author to come up with “the ideal compromise” (MA, 81) for this 
problem: publishing short stories with the same character running through them instead of 
serials. He reasoned that, by having “a character which carried through, and … instalments 
which were each complete in themselves”, the magazine would sell better because “the 
purchaser was sure that he could relish the whole contents of the magazine” (MA, 81) even if 
he missed the previous instalments. 
 This is may be one reason why the Holmes short stories were such a success – like 
serial fiction, the stories are “by definition indeterminate along the axis which links the 
separate stories together, but there is also the axis in which each story taken as a unit is 
necessarily highly determinate and finite” (Priestman, 315). Also, as sensational and singular 
as each Holmes story is, Martin Priestman argues that its formulaic structure paradoxically 
shows how “Holmes is routine incarnate” and how he “represents in his infinite 
reproducibility … the very spirit of endless sameness” (Priestman, 319, italics in original). 
The Holmes stories, in this way, are both disturbing (given that they tend to revolve around 
crime) and, at the same time, reassuring – as J. K. Van Dover rightly says, “[by] showing that 
chaos, carefully analysed, points to order overlooked, the detective restores everyone’s 
confidence that the world makes sense” (Van Dover, (b), 65). This was exactly what the 
general reading public looked for in a story and magazine during the Victorian era; and this, 
in turn, was what the Strand magazine provided them with. According to Peter McDonald, 
the Strand magazine had two main objectives, namely, 
 
… to provide what [Strand editor Herbert Greenhough] Smith called ‘innocent 
entertainment’ and to assure its public, sometimes in the face of contradictory 





As Harold Orel notes, these beliefs resonated strongly with a significant portion of 
the English public who “wanted Romances, exciting stories of derring-do with courageous 
men and fascinating women, readable stories about middle class or the nobility. Novels about 
disturbing social issues did not interest them” (Orel, 23). McDonald also further tells us that 
the Strand and its contributors were strongly against “serious”, highbrow literature (such as 
the avant-garde and realist novels), and saw them as a threat to “a healthy culture” 
(McDonald, 155). Instead, writers such as Mrs L. T. Meade applauded those who were 
committed “to the values of ‘chivalry and Romance’, adding, apropos the ‘ugly realism of the 
modern novel’, that it was a ‘good sign of our own day’ that ‘we are beginning to turn with 
relief’ to the ‘light fancy and stirring Romance of Stevenson and other writers of his school’” 
(cited in McDonald, 155). Doyle’s stories certainly align themselves with the tradition of 
Stevenson – as Mrs Forrester exclaims in SF, Holmes’s and Watson’s adventure is “a 
romance … [an] injured lady, half a million in treasure, a black cannibal, and a wooden-
legged ruffian. They take the place of the conventional dragon or wicked earl” (SF, 86). 
Going by this same equation, Holmes is clearly the hero or knight in shining armour who 
rescues the damsel-in-distress, Mary Morstan. In this way, the Holmes stories may be seen as 
Romances in the way that both their form and storylines “exploit the possibilities of mystery 
and terror” (Abrams, (b), 17) in order to excite the emotions and, at the same time, reassure 
the reader. 
 Having looked at how Holmes’s language is one that poeticises science and logic, and 
how the serial and short story forms may be seen as Romantic forms, the final section in this 
chapter will examine the way in which Holmes is illustrated and portrayed in the stories. I 
will then argue towards a view of Holmes as a Romantic scientist-detective in the way that his 
method draws as much from artistic ways of understating the world as it does on scientific 
knowledge and logical reasoning. Doyle also shows, through the figure of Mycroft, that 
materialism is a dehumanising system and, as such, is not capable of truly improving or 
bringing about justice and order in society. Rather, the stories suggest that social order is only 
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brought about through Holmes’s intuition, imagination and his deep sense of justice, which 
moves him to bring the criminal to justice at all costs. Doyle, in this way, sees Romanticism 
as a way of correcting the problems faced by a society that, he feels, has become “a little too 
scientific [such that] it approaches to cold-bloodedness” (SS, 8).   
 
III. ILLUSTRATING SHERLOCK HOLMES 
 
The success of the Holmes stories also had much to do with the way he was illustrated in the 
Strand by Sidney Paget (see Appendices D and E)45. According to Kooistra, “Doyle’s earlier 
novels about Sherlock Holmes had been illustrated, in both magazine and book form, by no 
less than six artists, but it was not until Paget illustrated the Strand series of stories that the 
iconography of Holmes and Watson was established” (Kooistra, 59). It was also Paget who 
famously illustrated Holmes wearing a deerstalker (see Plate 3 in Appendix E) – arguably the 
image one most commonly associates with Holmes. What this suggests is that the way a 
character is portrayed (in both art and writing) can have a significant impact on the way in 
which he is read and perceived. This is because a drawing not only performs the function of 
presenting what is in the story, it can also emphasise certain qualities about that character and, 
in so doing, shape the way the reader interprets him and the story. As Julie Thomas rightly 
points out, “[illustration] depicts, or “pictures”, textual narratives, amalgamating word and 
image on the printed page… the interpretation of such pictures depends not solely on 
perception or reading, but on an interaction between them” (Thomas, 3-5)46. Thus, an analysis 
of the Holmes illustrations alongside the text could potentially serve as a way of 
understanding the position taken by the stories on Holmes’s worldview – in particular, his 
Romantic approach to science.  
                                                       
45 Images in Appendix E are obtained from Pinacotheca Holmesiana, URL: 
http://www.ignisart.com/camdenhouse/gallery/index.html, last accessed on 1 Dec 2008. 
 
46 See, for example, Tess Cosslett’s (1982) analysis of the way the scientists, Krempe and 
Walderman, are portrayed in Shelley’s Frankenstein.  
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Doyle was very detailed when it came to describing Holmes’s physical (particularly 
facial) features: 
 
I saw him as very tall – ‘over 6 feet, but so excessively lean that he seemed 
considerably taller’, said A Study in Scarlet. He has, as I imagined him, a thin razor-
like face, with a great hawk’s-bill of a nose, and two small eyes, set close together on 
either side of it. Such was my conception (MA, 90). 
 
 
 In HB, Dr Mortimer further describes Holmes as having an unusually long face and 
high forehead – when he first sees Holmes, he exclaims that “[he] had hardly expected so 
dolichocephalic a skull or such well-marked supra-orbital development” (HB, 10). Given 
Doyle’s great interest in the popular sciences (such as geology, botany, astronomy, 
psychology and evolution47), as well as the widespread popularity of the studies of 
phrenology and physiognomy during the nineteenth century, it would be reasonable to assume 
that his description of Holmes’s face was probably informed by physiognomical principles – 
his use of the term “hawk’s-bill nose”, for example, is a term that is commonly used in 
physiognomy (I will elaborate on this below). Hence, a close examination of Holmes’s facial 
features would perhaps provide a greater insight into how Doyle envisioned Holmes.  
 Physiognomy is “[the] study of the features of the face, or of the form of the body 
generally, as being supposedly indicative of character; the art of judging character from such 
study” (OED). As Gilmour notes, phrenology and physiognomy aimed to “study … the mind 
on a properly ‘scientific’ basis [and] attempt to develop what G.H. Lewes called a 
‘physiological psychology – a biology of the mind” (Gilmour, 139). Johann Caspar Lavater, 
who was perhaps one of the most influential physiognomists in the nineteenth century, writes 
in his essays on Physiognomy (1789-98) that it is a “universal, though tacit confession, that 
the exterior, the visible, the superficies of objects, indicate their nature, their properties, and 
that every outward sign is the symbol of some inherent quality” (Lavater, 10). As mentioned 
                                                       
47 In MD, Doyle advises his readers to “avoid the text-books, which repel, and cultivate that 
popular science which attracts”. He continues to note that it is “[better] far to have a broad 
idea of general results, and to understand their relations to each other… A very little botany 
[for example] will enable you to recognise every flower you are likely to meet in your walks 
abroad, and to give you a tiny thrill when you chance upon one which is beyond your ken” 
(MD, 149-51). 
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earlier, Holmes has a pronounced forehead, an unusually long face and a razor sharp chin. 
According to Lavater, “[a] round and prominent forehead above, straight lined below, and on 
the whole perpendicular, shews much understanding, life, sensibility, ardour and icy 
coldness” (Lavater, 57); and a sharp chin is “generally held to be a sign of acuteness and 
craft” (Lavater, 76). With regard to Holmes’s “great hawk’s-bill nose”, Mary Cowling 
observes that physiognomists often interpreted a person’s character based on the type of 
bird’s beak his/her nose resembles: “[just] as the variety of beaks in birds … made clear the 
particular role which that bird was intended to play in the scheme of nature, so the variety of 
noses was taken as specifically suggesting … the kind of character which would determine, 
largely, [one’s function in life]” (Cowley, 80). In Eden Warwick’s Notes on Noses (1864), the 
Jewish or hawk nose “indicates Shrewdness in worldly matters; a deep insight into character, 
and facility of turning that insight into profitable account” (cited in Cowling, 82). And as for 
Holmes’s small eyes, Joseph Turnley’s The Language of the Eye (1856) states small eyes 
“generally denote the niggard and conceited” (Turnley, 71). Holmes’s physiognomy thus 
seems to indicate a person who is highly intelligent, sensitive and perceptive, but who is also 
arrogant, somewhat of a misanthrope and even morally ambivalent, all of which make him 
difficult for readers to relate to – as Stamford tells Watson, Holmes “is not a man that is easy 
to draw out” (SS, 7), and he would not be surprised if Watson fails to get along with Holmes. 
These traits are perhaps suggestive of how Holmes was conceived of as a Byronic figure: as 
Peter Thorslev points out, a Byronic hero is someone who is an isolated figure “because of… 
a superfluity of soul and imagination”, and whose vision is a very private one (Thorslev, 169). 
He is also a “Romantic rebel… not only are his sins his own, but his moral values are also his 
own; he chooses values in open defiance of the codes of society” (Thorslev, 163-4).  
Even though Paget’s illustrations of Holmes are clearly more attractive than what 
Doyle had originally described48, his drawings remain, for the most part, faithful to Doyle’s 
vision. As seen from the illustrations in Appendix E, Holmes still retains many of the same 
                                                       
48 Doyle writes that, “Walter [Paget’s brother and the person after whom Holmes is modelled] 
took the place of the more powerful and uglier Holmes” (MA, 90). 
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facial features described above: he has a high forehead, a pointed chin and a sharp, hawk’s-
bill nose – for the informed Victorian reader, these features would still be suggestive of 
Holmes’s highly intelligent and introverted nature. Paget’s works, as I will argue later, also 
stay true to Doyle’s idea of Holmes as a solitary figure by emphasising and maintaining the 
distance between Holmes and the reader. One of the main reasons for the (slight) difference 
between Doyle’s conception and Paget’s illustration is that the former had no control in the 
choice of illustrator or the way his stories were to be illustrated – “Magazine serialisation 
meant that Doyle’s writing would be part of a capitalist mode of literary production in which 
managerial control of the text was strongly marked by editorial decisions, including the 
choice of illustration” (Kooistra, 59). This probably meant that Holmes had to be illustrated in 
a way that would make him commercially viable – as Lycett notes, Paget’s drawings in 
making “no suggestion of the more troubled side of [Holmes’s] personality – the drug-taking 
and the anxieties” would appeal to “Newnes’s middle-class readers” (Lycett, 178). However, 
Doyle did acknowledge that a more attractive Holmes would probably go down better with 
his readers – especially his female ones (MA, 90). And when he saw that sale of the magazine 
had skyrocketed to over three hundred thousand copies per issue, Doyle wrote to Strand 
editor, Greenbough Smith, asking him to congratulate Paget and requesting that Smith keep 
the blocks so they could be used by any future book publisher (Lycett, 178-9).  
The immense success of Paget’s illustrations could be due to Paget’s past work as 
both a pictorial journalist and a portraitist. These experiences enabled him to produce 
drawings that “gave the detective’s exploits the legitimacy of the daily press” and also “a face 
and figure which could take its place among the magazine’s portraits of the rich and famous 
as handsome, Romantic hero” (Kooistra, 60). It was perhaps this sense of realism in Paget’s 
work that drew readers into the illustrations and made Holmes such an attractive character for 
them. Kooistra also observes that Paget’s illustrations “consistently show the curiosity of 
Watson’s unobservant gaze, for Holmes himself is most often depicted with his back or 
profile to the viewer” (Kooistra, 68) – in other words, the pictures, like the narratives, restrict 
the reader’s perspective only to that of Watson’s. This observation is a significant one 
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because it conveys Doyle’s vision of Holmes as a Byronic figure by highlighting Holmes’s 
introverted nature: the fact that Holmes’s gaze never meets reader’s directly serves to 
emphasise the distance between Holmes and Watson or the reader. The reader is unable, quite 
literally, to see eye-to-eye with Holmes or to see through Holmes’s eyes (since we only see 
what Watson sees), and is thus unable to fully understand or identify with him. In The 
Language of Displayed Art (1994), Michael O’Toole suggests that, in art, the Gaze generally 
serves the semiotic functions of establishing an “interpersonal contact” (O’Toole, 8) between 
the character and the viewer, as well as “[placing] us, the viewers, in a relation to the depicted 
world” (O’Toole, 188). Looking at Plate 1 in Appendix E, for example, one may note that, 
even though the reader is looking almost directly at Holmes, the latter’s eyes are completely 
closed, and he is lost in the music and in his own thoughts. Here, Holmes seems to have 
completely blocked off the presence of the reader, thereby denying the possibility of 
understanding him or of forming any sort of relationship with him – just as Van Dover writes 
of Dupin that “[his] Paris is no one else’s Paris” (Van Dover, (a), 75), so too is Holmes’s 
world a very private one. In this way, it may be argued that Paget’s drawings successfully 
preserve Doyle’s original vision of Holmes as an individualistic and Byronic figure. 
Moreover, the appealing way in which Holmes is illustrated makes him (and the values he 
stands for) seem appealing also, and, in this way, Paget’s illustrations valorise rather than 
critique Holmes’s Romantic worldview.  
Within the text itself, Doyle also seems to go out of his way to portray Holmes as 
someone whose values and habits separate him from those of Victorian society. In ‘Silver 
Blaze’, for example, Holmes tells Watson that he stands outside the system and is therefore 
not answerable to its authority figures like Colonel Ross and the police inspectors: “I follow 
my own methods, and tell as much or as little as I choose. That is the advantage of being 
unofficial” (‘Silver Blaze’, 294). Such rebelliousness may again be seen in SF where he 
begins with an all too vivid and even sensual description of Holmes injecting cocaine into 
himself – an act which, even after witnessing Holmes perform three times a day for several 
months, Watson still “had not reconciled [his] mind to” (SF, 1): 
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Sherlock Holmes took his bottle from the corner of the mantelpiece, and his 
hypodermic syringe from its neat morocco case. With his long, white, nervous fingers 
he adjusted the delicate needle and rolled back his left shirtcuff. For some little time 
his eyes rested thoughtfully upon the sinewy forearm and wrist, all dotted and scarred 
with innumerable puncture-marks. Finally, he thrust the sharp point home, pressed 
down the tiny piston, and sank back into the velvet-lined armchair with a long sigh of 
satisfaction (SF, 1). 
 
If, as Stephen Knight argues, “Watson personifies the virtues of middle-class 
manhood” (Knight, 84), then Doyle perhaps also intended his average reader, like Watson, to 
be similarly repulsed by Holmes and, yet, at the same time, be in awe of him – as Knight 
further argues, “the crucial difference between [Holmes and Watson], the definite diminishing 
of Watson through his own mouth are the features which make the hero distant from and also 
immediately, personally accessible to an anxious, individualist bourgeois audience” (Knight, 
85). By portraying Holmes’s eccentric habits as disturbing yet highly arresting, Doyle 
arguably celebrates and endorses Holmes’s Romantic individualism that is antithetical to the 
masses. Hence, the way in which Holmes is portrayed in both art and writing problematises 
the view of him as a materialist, and suggests, instead, that he is more of a Romantic 
detective. This may be further supported if we look at Doyle’s own views against a materialist 
approach to science. 
As mentioned in the introductory chapter, it is rather problematic to see the Holmes 
stories as promoting the values of materialism given Doyle’s strong opinions against this 
system of values. While one ought not to simply assume that Holmes’s views are exactly 
those of Doyle’s, the similarities between the two, as well as the influence the latter has on 
the former are undeniable. It would thus be useful to understand Holmes’s approach to 
science through Doyle’s – as Doyle’s wife and son assert, Sherlock Holmes bears a strong 
resemblance to Doyle49. Doyle himself also writes that 
 
I have often been asked whether I had myself the qualities which I depicted, or 
whether I was merely the Watson that I look. Of course I am well aware that it is one 
                                                       
49 See Adrian Doyle’s “Conan Doyle was Sherlock Holmes” and Lady Doyle’s article of the 
same title in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Interviews and Recollections (1991) edited by Harold 
Orel. 
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thing to grapple with a practical problem and quite another thing when you are 
allowed to solve it under your own conditions. I have no delusions about that. At the 
same time a man cannot spin a character out of his own inner consciousness and 
make it really lifelike unless he has some possibilities of that character within him – 
which is a dangerous admission for one who has drawn so many villains as I (MA, 
84-5). 
 
Although Doyle found the writings of scientists like Tyndall, Huxley, Darwin, 
Herbert Spencer and John Stuart Mill highly fascinating as a young student (MA, 25), he later 
lamented that these ideas had come at the cost of being alienated from God, from society and 
from the Romantic (and, presumably, redemptive) values of the preceding generation: 
 
I know now that their negative attitude was even more mistaken, and very much more 
dangerous than the positive positions which they attacked with such destructive 
criticism. A gap had opened between our fathers and ourselves so suddenly and 
completely that when a Gladstone wrote to uphold the Gadarene swine, or the six 
days of Creation, the youngest student rightly tittered over his arguments, and it did 
not need a Huxley to demolish them (MA, 25). 
 
 
Doyle continues to express his disapproval of materialism in MD when he says that 
“[how] a man of science can be a materialist is as amazing to me as how a sectarian can limit 
the possibilities of the Creator” (MD, 148). He feels that, in focusing all of one’s attention on 
gathering and passively observing minute details in nature, one invariably misses the wood 
for the trees and becomes blind to “the order, beauty, and majesty of that material universe” 
(MD, 148). “[These] dreary details”, he continues, “are the prickly bushes in that enchanted 
garden, and you are foolish indeed if you begin your walks by butting your head into one” 
(MD, 148). Such a view of science and nature is, as previously discussed, arguably Romantic 
in the way that it sees knowledge of both as comprising “not only primary and secondary 
qualities – size, shape, colour, odour – but also the ‘tertiary qualities’ of beauty, emotion, and 
feeling-tones” (Abrams, (c), 316). It is also arguably the opposite of the more fragmented 
view of nature held by many Victorians in the wake of Darwin’s theory of natural selection. 
For Darwin, nature is a site in which a constant battle for survival is waged; it is “a yielding 
surface, with ten thousand sharp wedges packed close together and driven inwards by 
incessant blows, sometimes one wedge being struck, and then another with greater force” 
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(Darwin, 119). Darwin’s ideas on nature strongly influenced the way the Victorians saw 
themselves and their society – as Peter Allen Dale notes, Victorian society was no longer seen 
as a unified whole, “but [as] an aggregate of individuals, divided from one another by all 
manner of cultural prejudices, engaged in one vast “universal struggle” for survival” (Dale, 
4).  
Given Doyle’s strong views against materialism and his portrayal of Holmes as a 
Byronic figure, what Holmes tells Watson of science and logic should perhaps be read more 
critically. That is, contrary to what Holmes says, his actions seem to show how science and 
logic alone are not enough to make one a good detective or solve society’s problems. 
Holmes’s brother, Mycroft, is perhaps the best proof of this. Though “superior [to Holmes] in 
observation and deduction” (“The Greek Interpreter” 436), Mycroft, according to Holmes, 
would ultimately not make a good detective because he is too emotionally and morally 
detached from the mysteries he solves – “[he] would not even go out of his way to verify his 
own solutions, and would rather be considered wrong than take the trouble to prove himself 
right” (“The Greek Interpreter” 437). Unlike Mycroft’s indifferent attitude towards crime, 
what makes Holmes a successful detective is arguably his “deep sense of justice” (Lady 
Conan Doyle, 85) which motivates him to bring the criminal to task, even though it seems 
almost impossible. For example, in “The Five Orange Pips”, when John Openshaw’s 
murderer, Captain James Calhoun, manages to flee from London scot-free, Holmes promises 
to avenge Openshaw saying that “[it] becomes a personal matter with me now, and, if God 
sends me health, I shall set my hand upon this gang” (“The Five Orange Pips, 110, italic 
mine). Also, in “A Case of Identity”, even though Holmes solves the mystery of Mary 
Sutherland’s missing fiancé, he is morally outraged by the fact that James Windibank’s 
‘crime’ of pretending to be his stepdaughter’s fiancée is not legally actionable: 
 
“The law cannot, as you say, touch you,” said Holmes, unlocking and throwing open 
the door, “yet there never was a man who deserved punishment more. If the young 
lady has a brother or a friend, he ought to lay a whip across your shoulders. By Jove!” 
he continued, flushing up at the sight of the bitter sneer upon the man's face, “it is not 
part of my duties to my client, but here's a hunting crop handy, and I think I shall just 
treat myself to –” He took two swift steps to the whip, but before he could grasp it 
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there was a wild clatter of steps upon the stairs, the heavy hall door banged, and from 
the window we could see Mr. James Windibank running at the top of his speed down 
the road (“A Case of Identity”, 43).  
 
 
 Cawelti writes in Adventure, Mystery and Romance (1976) that Holmes is a 
paradoxical mixture of two stereotypes: the scientist and the Romantic. As a detective, 
Holmes is “the stereotype of the rational, scientific investigator, the supreme man of reason” 
(Cawelti, 11), and when he is not solving a mystery, Holmes embodies the qualities of the 
stereotypical “dreamy Romantic poet … a man of intuition, a dreamer, and a drugtaker, who 
spends hours fiddling aimlessly on his violin” (Cawelti, 11)50. As mentioned earlier, Cawelti’s 
use of the term ‘paradox’ implicitly assumes that science and Romance are antithetical to one 
another, and hence these two sides of Holmes are incompatible. However, the fact that 
Holmes is committed to seeing justice finally meted out – even though many of the ‘crimes’ 
are often moral ones and not always actionable by law – implies that he does not really see 
each client as “a mere unit”, nor is he as emotionally detached from each case as he claims. 
Therefore, I disagree with critics such as Van Dover, Cawelti and Knight who see Holmes as 
the embodiment of the materialist movement during the Victorian era, and argue that he 
restores social order solely through scientific and rational means. Science and logic are only 
the tools that Holmes uses to uncover who the criminal is, and are, themselves, not capable of 
bringing social order, as seen from the difference between Holmes’s and Mycroft’s attitudes 
towards the cases they solve. Rather, Doyle defends a more Romantic worldview by showing 
how order and peace can only be restored in society through a strong sense of justice and 
morality – this “union of passion with thought” (Abrams, (c), 299) is arguably what makes 
Holmes a Romantic detective and hero.  
                                                       
50 In spite of Holmes’s eccentricities, Doyle arguably wanted to make him a believable and 
realistic character. In MA, Doyle writes that, unlike Dupin’s more enigmatic (and, hence, 
unbelievable) method of solving crimes, he wanted a detective who was able to “reduce this 
fascinating but unorganised business to something nearer to an exact science … It was surely 
possible in real life, so why should I not make it plausible in fiction?” (MA, 63). Cawelti’s 
reading of Holmes as someone who is, on the one hand, thoroughly scientific (i.e. objective, 
unemotional, logical) at work, and also a hopeless Romantic (i.e. emotional, irrational, 
eccentric) in his free time not only treats the terms ‘scientific’ and ‘Romantic’ too 
uncritically, but it also presents a rather unrealistic (and perhaps even a caricatured) picture of 
Holmes.  
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 Also, as put forward in Chapter Three, Holmes’s method of detection relies heavily 
on a Romantic mode of thinking, in that it is one that utilises “[his] curious gifts of instinct 
and observation” (“The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger”, 1095). Holmes’s method has often 
been compared to Charles Peirce’s semiotic method, which requires the observer “to consider 
data of all kinds as potential signifiers and to link them, however disparate and incoherent 
they seem, to a coherent set of signifieds, that is, to turn them into signs of the hidden order 
behind the manifest confusion” (Stowe, 368, italics in original). However, the formation of 
these links into a coherent sequence of events is, according to Peirce, a largely intuitive and 
emotional exercise: 
 
Now, there is a peculiar sensation belonging to the act of thinking … Now, when our 
nervous system is excited in a complicated way, there being a relation between the 
elements of the excitation, the result is a single harmonious disturbance which I call 
an emotion … This emotion is essentially the same thing as in hypothetic inference, 
and every hypothetic inference involves the formation of such an emotion. We may 
say, therefore, that hypothesis produces the sensuous elements of thought, and 
induction the habitual element (Peirce, cited in Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok, 19, 
italics in original). 
 
 
Thomas Sebeok and Jean Umiker-Sebeok further note that, for Peirce, “abduction, or 
‘the first step of scientific reasoning’ … is an instinct which relies upon unconscious 
perception of connections between aspects of the world, or, to use another set of terms, 
subliminal communication of messages” (Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok, 19). This is certainly 
true of Holmes’s method despite his insistence on being unemotional and his assertion that 
“[it] is a capital mistake to theorise before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to 
theories, instead of theories to suit facts” (“A Scandal in Bohemia”, 6). In fact, in many of the 
stories, Holmes tells Watson that he has already formed a theory, and that the process of 
gathering clues mainly serves to confirm his hypothesis. For instance, in “A Case of Identity”, 
Holmes tells Watson that, after listening to Mary Sutherland’s description of Hosmer Angel, 
he already suspected that Windibank and Angel are the same person: 
 
“Well, of course it was obvious from the first that this Mr. Hosmer Angel must have 
some strong object for his curious conduct, and it was equally clear that the only man 
who really profited by the incident, as far as we could see, was the stepfather. Then 
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the fact that the two men were never together, but that the one always appeared when 
the other was away, was suggestive. So were the tinted spectacles and the curious 
voice, which both hinted at a disguise, as did the bushy whiskers. My suspicions were 
all confirmed by his peculiar action in typewriting his signature, which, of course, 
inferred that his handwriting was so familiar to her that she would recognize even the 
smallest sample of it. You see all these isolated facts, together with many minor ones, 
all pointed in the same direction” (“A Case of Identity”, 43, italics mine). 
 
 
 Similarly, in “The Speckled Band”, Holmes is seen to have already formulated a 
solution to the mystery even before entering the scene of the crime (i.e., Helen Stoner’s 
room): 
 
“I had come to these conclusions before ever I had entered his room. An inspection 
of his chair showed me that he had been in the habit of standing on it, which of 
course would be necessary in order that he should reach the ventilator. The sight of 
the safe, the saucer of milk, and the loop of whipcord were enough to finally dispel 
any doubts which may have remained. The metallic clang heard by Miss Stoner was 
obviously caused by her stepfather hastily closing the door of his safe upon its terrible 
occupant. Having once made up my mind, you know the steps which I took in order to 
put the matter to the proof. I heard the creature hiss as I have no doubt that you did 




 As seen from the above extracts, there is clearly a difference between Holmes’s 
description of his method, and the actual application of it. This disjunction is perhaps seen 
most clearly in VF where, after first hearing Inspector MacDonald’s detailed account of John 
Douglas’s murder, Holmes appears not to want to offer a possible explanation of the case, 
saying that “[the] temptation to form premature theories upon insufficient data is the bane of 
our profession” (VF, 24). However, upon solving the mystery, he tells MacDonald that “the 
clever forecast of coming events [and] the triumphant vindication of bold theories [are] the 
pride and the justification of our life's work” (VF, 89). Furthermore, like Peirce, Holmes 
admits that, along with the feelings of “triumphant vindication” and “pride” that come with 
the formation of “bold theories”, there is also a “thrill” and a “glamour” (VF, 89) that one 
experiences when the truth behind the mystery is revealed to him – both when the detective 
solves the mystery and when the solution is revealed to Watson and the reader. Therefore, it 
seems that intuition and emotionality are not separate from Holmes’s method of deduction but 
an integral part of it – as Smith succinctly states, “when Holmes is engaged in an interesting 
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case, his ‘brilliant reasoning power would rise to the level of intuition’. The exact no longer 
‘reacts against’ the poetic, but joins it” (Smith, 213). It is arguably this synthesis of science 
and art that makes Holmes a Romantic detective rather than a materialist one.  
This chapter has focused on the form in which the Holmes stories were published, 
and the way Holmes was illustrated. As I have argued, the stories, in both form and content, 
may perhaps be seen as Romantic forms in the way that they appeal to and work through the 
emotions of the reader by creating suspense and terror. I have also suggested that the Strand 
is a magazine with a strong Romantic slant, as seen from its policy of publishing only 
adventure, fantasy and love stories. As mentioned in the previous chapters, Doyle wanted to 
write stories that “[abounded] in exciting scenes, murder and sudden death” (Letters, 242) – 
and, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, these elements are not only present in his 
stories, they are also foregrounded through Holmes’s language. In this way, the Holmes 
stories seem to fit in with the ideals of the Strand, and it is plausible to see these stories as 
Romances and to see Holmes as a Romantic hero. Finally, in looking at the portrayal of 
Holmes in both art and writing, I have argued that Holmes’s worldview, his eccentric lifestyle 
and his reclusive nature are validated through the highly appealing way in which he is 
portrayed – like Watson, the reader is perhaps repulsed by and, at the same time, attracted to 
Holmes. Doyle also promotes a Romantic worldview by showing how the success of 
Holmes’s method relies on instinct, imagination and an almost quixotic sense of justice. In the 
concluding chapter, I will briefly discuss the implications of such a reading of Holmes, and 














THE FINAL PROBLEM:  
 





This thesis has set out to problematise the view taken by most critics that Holmes is a 
representation of the materialist movement in the Victorian era, and argue instead that he be 
seen as a Romantic hero. That is, he is a detective who also embodies the ideals of 
emotionality, imagination and humanism. Through a stylistic analysis of Holmes’s use of 
language when explaining the solutions to the mysteries, I have argued that Holmes tends to 
poeticise the scientificity and logicality of his solutions through the use of narrative reports of 
speech, grammatical metaphors, and a more character-centred (as opposed to an object-
centred) form of discourse. These stylistic features not only make his narratives read more 
like Romances as opposed to logical arguments, they also suggest that his method is one 
which integrates a scientific and an artistic worldview in order to arrive at and articulate the 
truth. To further substantiate my argument, I have also noted that the Holmes stories may be 
seen as Romantic in the sense that the serial and short story forms, as well as the highly 
sensational storylines appeal more to the emotions than to the intellect. Finally, I have 
examined the way Holmes was conceived by Doyle and illustrated by Paget, and discussed 
how both portray Holmes as a Byronic figure – that is, someone who is highly introverted and 
morally ambivalent. I have also argued that the appealing way in which Holmes is portrayed 
in both art and text arguably validates his worldview. Lastly, in showing how his method of 
detection is one that relies on the imagination, emotion and a deep sense of justice, the stories 
may be read as promoting a view held by Romantics like Blake who felt that science and 






The Spectre is the Reasoning Power in Man; & when separated  
 From Imagination, and closing itself as in steel, in a Ratio 
 Of the Things of Memory. It thence frames Laws & Moralities 
 To destroy the Imagination! the Divine body, by Martyrdom & Wars. 
 
 “Jerusalem The Emanation of the Giant Albion”, Plate 74, pg 229. 
 
 
Yet, despite these sentiments, Holmes has been regarded by Victorians and modern 
critics as “a kind of modern epic hero summarising the most valued traits of his class and era” 
(Jann, 6). If Holmes embodies the values of Victorian society, then perhaps our understanding 
of the term ‘Victorian’ and the status of creativity and subjectivity should be refined. In this 
concluding chapter, I suggest that the values Holmes subscribes to51 may not necessarily 
involve a rejection of Romanticism, but a de-emphasis of its role in science – in other words, 
the creative process is not elevated, but regarded as equally important as scientific ways of 
thinking. As Dale notes, “[to] the Victorian positivists… what came to count most about the 
romanticism they were reacting against was not… its claims to an intuitive, ‘poetic’ insight 
into the truth, but its privileging of artistic structures as viable responses to the 
imponderability of experience” (Dale, 28).  
As discussed in Chapter Two, critics such as Gilmour and Dale note that the 
Victorians generally distanced themselves from the sentimentality and subjectivity of the 
Romantics, and instead “propounded an ideal of science that was as much moral as 
intellectual: as a pursuit detached, objective, value-free, offering the ultimate, austere 
satisfaction of discovering what Huxley called ‘the rational order which pervades the 
universe’ (Gilmour, 135). For example, J. S. Mill writes that a true understanding of the 
universe “[can] only grow out of the patient watching of external fact, and the silencing of 
preconceived notions, which are urged upon the mind by the problem of physical science” 
(Mill, cited in Dale, 3). This is an ideal that Holmes seems to echo when he tells Watson that 
“[it] is a capital mistake to theorise before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to 
                                                       
51 As Abrams rightly observes, “while we may confidently identify the distinguishing 
characteristics of individual Victorian writers… it is extremely difficult to devise satisfactory 
statements about Victorian literature that are generally applicable to most or all these writers” 
(Abrams, (c), 934). This chapter will thus focus mainly on the kinds of Victorians values that 
Holmes represents. 
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theories, instead of theories to suit facts” (“A Scandal in Bohemia”, 6); and this is perhaps 
one of the reasons why critics have seen Holmes as a representation of this scientific 
movement. 
However, this view is a rather problematic one. As I have discussed in the previous 
chapter, Holmes also relies on his instinct and imagination to solve the crime: “‘See the value 
of imagination,’ said Holmes [to Watson]. ‘It is the one quality which [the police] lacks. We 
imagined what might have happened, acted upon the supposition, and find ourselves justified” 
(“Silver Blaze”, 291). The Holmes stories, in this way, not only promote a Romantic 
worldview, they also arguably critique materialism as an ideal that is unrealistic because it is 
impossible for one to be truly objective or completely dissociate himself from his imagination 
and emotions. Unlike the Baconian method of meticulously gathering every single piece of 
evidence and avoiding making any hypotheses, Holmes often solves the mystery by first 
forming a theory based on instinct and on one or two clues, and then proving his theory with 
supporting evidence – for example, the portraits of Stapleton’s relatives in HB, the curried 
mutton and the fact that the dog did not bark in “Silver Blaze”, and especially the 
Sherlockholmitos, where Holmes arrives at a person’s character and profession based on a 
single item they own. Thus, the kind of Victorian Holmes represents is one who recognises 
the “points of contact” (Smith, 6) between science and art. In SS, Holmes writes that  
 
From a drop of water… a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a 
Niagara without having seen or heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, 
the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single link of it (SS, 18).  
 
 
The ability to “infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara [from a drop of water] 
without having seen or heard of one or the other” (SS, 18) is not unlike Blake’s worldview 
where one “[sees] a World in a Grain of Sand/ And a Heaven in a Wild Flower” (“Auguries 
of Innocence”, lines 1-2). However, where Blake’s poem elevates the poetic process of 
imagining or ‘seeing’ the world in a grain of sand, Holmes downplays this process by using 
the word ‘infer’ – which arguably places emphasis on logicality, though it is also an act 
which, according to Pierce, involves the imagination (as discussed in the previous chapter). 
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Thus, while Romantics like Blake and Shelley felt that poetry is that “which comprehends all 
science, and that to which all science must be referred” (Shelley, 76), it may be argued that 
Victorians such as Holmes placed an equal emphasis on scientific and artistic ways of 
thinking.  
According to Smith, while materialism had its supporters in the Victorian period (for 
example, Whewell, Herschel, Mill), “[reverence] for Bacon and for the general tenor of his 
thought continued, but the details of his inductive philosophy were criticised with increasing 
boldness” (Smith, 13). For example, that in the 1878 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
Bacon’s method was dismissed as a one “by which no science could ever make progress. The 
true scientific procedure is by hypothesis followed up and test by verification; the most 
powerful instrument is the deductive method, which Bacon can hardly be said to have 
recognised” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, cited in Smith, 12). Moreover, as S. S. Schweber 
points out, even the proponents of materialism were themselves highly poetic and 
imaginative, and it was these traits that inspired their work:  
 
Reading their ‘life and letters’, one is struck by the stress they placed on the 
cultivation of their imaginative powers and the importance they accorded to emotion. 
Whewell, Herschel, De Morgan, and W.R. Hamilton all wrote poetry – romantic 
poetry – and presented their poems to one another… There is a romantic element in 
the expedition that Herschel makes to the Dolomites and in Whewell’s excursions on 
his continental trips in search of unique places. The geological trips of Lyell, Scrope 
and Sedgwick, while answering scientific needs, surely also satisfied their romantic 
yearnings… It is not a matter merely of sapere aude, but of daring to know 




Although it may be argued that a person’s character ought to be kept separate from 
his scientific research, to do so would perhaps not take into account the complementary 
relationship between the arts and the sciences. As Smith rightly observes, Holmesian scholars 
such as Cawelti have tended to overlook “the presence of the scientific in the ‘artistic 
temperament’ and the artistic in the ‘scientific temperament’… Artist and scientist coexist in 
Holmes’s character because art and science partake of each other’s aims, language and 
methods” (Smith, 6). Both disciplines arguably aim towards acquiring, as Lyell writes in The 
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Principles of Geology, “a more perfect knowledge of [the world’s] present condition, and 
more comprehensive views concerning the laws now governing its animate and inanimate 
productions” (Lyell, 17). Even though Lyell feels that there should be “a strong line of 
demarkation [sic]” (Lyell, 19) between the arts and the sciences, he does acknowledge the 
similarities between the studies of geology and history, as well as the importance of the arts in 
enhancing our knowledge of the world: 
 
When we study history, we obtain a more profound insight into human nature, by 
instituting a comparison between the present and former states of society. We trace 
the long series of events which have gradually led to the actual posture of affairs; and 
by connecting effects with their causes, we are enabled to classify and retain in the 
memory a multitude of complicated relations… the different degrees of moral and 
intellectual refinement, and numerous other circumstances, which, without historical 
associations, would be uninteresting or imperfectly understood. As the present 
condition of nations is the result of many antecedent changes… so the state of the 
natural world is the result of a long succession of events, and if we would enlarge out 
experience of the present economy of nature, we must investigate the effects of her 
operations in former epochs (Lyell, 17).  
 
 
Thus, if Holmes was regarded by the Victorians as a model scientist and gentleman, 
then the type of scientist and gentleman he represents is one who strives towards a balance 
between scientific and artistic modes of thought through a de-emphasis of the latter (as 
opposed to a complete rejection of it). As much as Holmes demonstrates the importance of 
the imagination and instinct in his method, he also frequently stresses that “detection is… an 
exact science” (SF, 3) and, hence, careful observation of the minutiae and scientific reasoning 
are equally important in solving each case.  
Due to the constraints of time and space, this thesis was also unable to take into 
account the fact that Doyle had initially envisioned Holmes as “a calculating machine” (MA, 
92), which would suggest that he was conceived of as the embodiment of the materialist 
movement rather than as a Romantic hero. However, as Ousby rightly observes, the character 
of Holmes constantly changed. In the first two novels, SS and SF, Holmes was much more 
scientific and inhuman. In Adventures, Memoirs and HB, Holmes is “moved as much by a 
passion for justice and a sense of noblesse oblige as by a love of scientific truth or artistic 
form” (Ousby, 151). And, finally, in The Return of Sherlock Holmes and The Case-book of 
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Sherlock Holmes, Ousby feels that “the detective has become a more crudely drawn and less 
impressive figure than earlier” (Ousby, 151). In this thesis, I have chosen to focus only on the 
Holmes in Adventures, Memoirs and HB, because these texts contain some of the most well-
written and popular stories in Doyle’s oeuvre. It would, however, be useful to analyse the 
changes in Holmes’s character and method alongside the changes in the attitudes towards 
science and art in the nineteenth century.  
Perhaps the best support for a view of Holmes as a Romantic detective is provided by 
G.K Chesterton (a fellow crime novelist and contemporary of Doyle), who is of the opinion 
that the work of the detective itself, regardless of his method or worldview, makes him a 
Romantic hero: 
 
While it is the constant tendency of the Old Adam to rebel against so universal and 
automatic a thing as civilization, to preach departure and rebellion, the Romance of 
police activity keeps in some sense before the mind the fact that civilization itself is 
the most sensational of departures and the most Romantic of rebellions. By dealing 
with the unsleeping sentinels who guard the outposts of society, it tends to remind us 
that we live in an armed camp, making war with a chaotic world, and that the 
criminals, the children of chaos, are nothing but the traitors within our gates. When 
the detective in a police Romance stands alone, and somewhat fatuously fearless 
amid the knives and fists of a thieves' kitchen, it does certainly serve to make us 
remember that it is the agent of social justice who is the original and poetic figure, 
while the burglars and footpads are merely placid old cosmic conservatives, happy in 
the immemorial respectability of apes and wolves. The Romance of the police force is 
thus the whole Romance of man. It is based on the fact that morality is the most dark 
and daring of conspiracies. It reminds us that the whole noiseless and unnoticeable 
police management by which we are ruled and protected is only a successful knight-


























1. this woman 
 
Given information: ‘this woman’ refers to 
Mary Sutherland. 
 
had plush upon her sleeves 
 
New information about Mary. 
2. which [plush] 
 
 
Given information: from Rheme in clause 
1. 
 
is a most useful material for showing traces. 
 
New information about plush. 
3. The double line a little above the wrist 
where the typewritist presses against the 
table, 
 
Given information: from the mention of 
‘traces’ in the Rheme in clause 2. 
 




New information about the double line. 
 
4. The sewing-machine, of the hand type 
 
Given information: Holmes is either 
assuming that Watson and the reader 
already know what sewing machines are, 
or he is referring to the sewing machine 
in a generic fashion. Hence, the use of the 
definite article ‘the’, instead of the 
indefinite article ‘a’. 
 
leaves a similar mark, 
 
New information about sewing machines. 




Given information: from Rheme in clause 
4. 
[is] only on the left arm, and on the side 
farthest from the thumb, instead of being 
right across the broadest part as this was. 
 
 
New information about the exact location of 
















Table 4: List of Verbs in Extract 1 
 
Verb Process Type 
1. is relational 
2. is relational 
3. take material  mental** 
4. had relational 
5. is relational 
6. showing material  relational 
7. was relational 
8. leaves material  relational 
9. being relational 
10. was relational 
11. glanced mental 
12. observing mental 
13. ventured behavioural 
14. seemed relational 
15. surprise mental 
16. was relational 
17. was relational 
18. glancing mental 
19. observe mental 
20. were relational 
21. were relational 
22. having relational 
23. buttoned material 
24. see mental 
25. dressed material 
26. come material 
27. is relational 
28. say verbal 
29. came material 
30. noted mental 
31. written material 
32. being relational 
33. observed mental 
34. torn material 
35. see mental 
36. stained material 
37. written material 
38. dipped material 
39. been relational 
40. remain relational 
 
** The arrow ‘’ denotes a grammatical metaphor. For example, ‘take’ is a material process 
that is used to express the mental process of seeing – that is, Holmes says that he always 






Table 5: List of Verbs in Extract 5     
 
Verb Process Type 
1. consented verbal 
2. pass material  relational 
3. found material  mental 
4. make material 
5. was relational 
6. warn verbal 
7. implicating relational 
8. tried material 
9. to have been relational 
10. saw mental 
11. paying court behavioural 
12. was relational 
13. interrupting behavioural 
14. revealed material  relational 
15. concealed material  relational 
16. encouraging behavourial 
17. made material  relational 
18. come material 
19. get material  relational 
20. desired mental 
21. turned against material  mental 
22. learned mental 
23. knew mental 
24. kept material 
25. coming material 
26. taxed behavioural 
27. followed material  conjunctive 
28. showed material  relational 
29. had relational 
30. turned material  relational 
31. saw mental 
32. betray behavioural 
33. tied material 
34. have relational 
35. warning verbal 
36. hoped mental 
37. put down material  relational 
38. do material  relational 
39. win material  relational 
40. accept mental 
41. keep material  relational 
42. fancy mental 
43. made material  mental 
44. had not been relational 
45. sealed material 






Extract 1  Extract 5 
 
Percentage of Material Processes:      30%       48% 
(inclusive of grammatical metaphors) 
 
Percentage of Relational Processes:       43%       13% 
 






















































[Holmes] “My first glance is always at a woman's sleeve. In a man it is perhaps better first to 
take the knee of the trouser. As you observe, this woman had plush upon her sleeves, which is 
a most useful material for showing traces. The double line a little above the wrist, where the 
typewritist presses against the table, was beautifully defined. The sewing-machine, of the 
hand type, leaves a similar mark, but only on the left arm, and on the side of it farthest from 
the thumb, instead of being right across the broadest part, as this was. I then glanced at her 
face, and, observing the dint of a pince-nez at either side of her nose, I ventured a remark 
upon short sight and typewriting, which seemed to surprise her.” 
[Watson] “It surprised me.” 
“But, surely, it was obvious. I was then much surprised and interested on glancing down to 
observe that, though the boots which she was wearing were not unlike each other, they were 
really odd ones; the one having a slightly decorated toe-cap, and the other a plain one. One 
was buttoned only in the two lower buttons out of five, and the other at the first, third, and 
fifth. Now, when you see that a young lady, otherwise neatly dressed, has come away from 
home with odd boots, half-buttoned, it is no great deduction to say that she came away in a 
hurry.” 
“And what else?” I asked, keenly interested, as I always was, by my friend's incisive 
reasoning. 
“I noted, in passing, that she had written a note before leaving home but after being fully 
dressed. You observed that her right glove was torn at the forefinger, but you did not 
apparently see that both glove and finger were stained with violet ink. She had written in a 
hurry and dipped her pen too deep. It must have been this morning, or the mark would not 


























[Watson] “I can only think of the obvious conclusion that the man has practised in town 
before going to the country.” 
[Holmes] “I think that we might venture a little farther than this. Look at it in this light. On 
what occasion would it be most probable that such a presentation would be made? When 
would his friends unite to give him a pledge of their good will? Obviously at the moment 
when Dr. Mortimer withdrew from the service of the hospital in order to start in practice for 
himself. We know there has been a presentation. We believe there has been a change from a 
town hospital to a country practice. Is it, then, stretching our inference too far to say that the 
presentation was on the occasion of the change?” 
“It certainly seems probable.” 
“Now, you will observe that he could not have been on the staff of the hospital, since only a 
man well-established in a London practice could hold such a position, and such a one would 
not drift into the country. What was he, then? If he was in the hospital and yet not on the staff 
he could only have been a house-surgeon or a house-physician – little more than a senior 
student. And he left five years ago – the date is on the stick. So your grave, middle-aged 
family practitioner vanishes into thin air, my dear Watson, and there emerges a young fellow 
under thirty, amiable, unambitious, absent-minded, and the possessor of a favourite dog, 
which I should describe roughly as being larger than a terrier and smaller than a mastiff.” 
… 
“And the dog?” 
“Has been in the habit of carrying this stick behind his master. Being a heavy stick the dog 
has held it tightly by the middle, and the marks of his teeth are very plainly visible. The dog's 
jaw, as shown in the space between these marks, is too broad in my opinion for a terrier and 
not broad enough for a mastiff. It may have been -- yes, by Jove, it is a curly-haired spaniel” 



























1. On what occasion would it be most probable that such a presentation would be made 
[by the hospital]? 
2. there has been a presentation 
3. there has been a change from a town hospital to a country practice 
 
 
There are few instances of the passive in this extract perhaps because Holmes is frequently 
interrupted by Watson’s questions and exclamations. This makes the tone of his explanation 
somewhat conversational – as Conrad and Biber (2001) observe, the frequency of passives in 
conversations is significantly lower than in academic discourse (Conrad and Biber, 38). 
However, as may be seen below, Holmes’s speech still uses a lot of nominalised phrases and 




2b. Nominalised Phrases  
 
 
Grammatical Metaphor: Non-Metaphorical Form: 
1. a presentation 
 
present (verb) 
2. a pledge of their goodwill 
 
they pledged their goodwill 
3. a presentation 
 
present (verb) 
4. a change 
 
change (verb) 
5. our inference 
 
we infer that 
6. the presentation 
 
present (verb) 
7. the change change (verb) 
 
8. the possessor of a favourite dog 
 

























he could not have been on the staff of the 
hospital 
 
New information about Dr Mortimer. 
 
2. since only a man well-established in a 
London practice  
 
Given information: Holmes is talking 
about who makes up hospital staff. 
 
could hold such a position  
 
 
New information about hospital staff. 
3. and such a one  
 
Given information: from Rheme in clause 
2. 
 
would not drift into the country. 
 






was he, then? 
 
Given information: since ‘he’ is the topic of 
their discussion 
 




Given information: takes the same 
referent ‘he’ from Rheme of clause 4 
.  
he could only have been a house-surgeon or 
a house-physician – little more than a senior 
student 
 
New information about Mortimer 
 
6. And he 
 
 
Given information: takes the same 
referent ‘he’ from Rheme of clause 5 
 
left five years ago – the date is on the stick 
 





















“Then I will tell you. After throwing down your paper, which was the action which drew my 
attention to you, you sat for half a minute with a vacant expression. Then your eyes fixed 
themselves upon your newly-framed picture of General Gordon, and I saw by the alteration in 
your face that a train of thought had been started. But it did not lead very far. Your eyes 
turned across to the unframed portrait of Henry Ward Beecher which stands upon the top of 
your books. You then glanced up at the wall, and of course your meaning was obvious. You 
were thinking that if the portrait were framed it would just cover that bare space and 
correspond with Gordon's picture over there.”  
 
“You have followed me wonderfully!” I exclaimed. 
 
“So far I could hardly have gone astray. But now your thoughts went back to Beecher, and 
you looked hard across as if you were studying the character in his features. Then your eyes 
ceased to pucker, but you continued to look across, and your face was thoughtful. You were 
recalling the incidents of Beecher's career. I was well aware that you could not do this without 
thinking of the mission which he undertook on behalf of the North at the time of the Civil 
War, for I remember you expressing your passionate indignation at the way in which he was 
received by the more turbulent of our people. You felt so strongly about it that I knew you 
could not think of Beecher without thinking of that also.  
 
“When a moment later I saw your eyes wander away from the picture, I suspected that your 
mind had now turned to the Civil War, and when I observed that your lips set, your eyes 
sparkled, and your hands clinched, I was positive that you were indeed thinking of the 
gallantry which was shown by both sides in that desperate struggle. But then, again, your face 
grew sadder; you shook your head. You were dwelling upon the sadness and horror and 
useless waste of life. Your hand stole towards your own old wound, and a smile quivered on 
your lips, which showed me that the ridiculous side of this method of settling international 
questions had forced itself upon your mind. At this point I agreed with you that it was 
preposterous, and was glad to find that all my deductions had been correct” (“The Resident 



























1. After throwing down your paper 
2. a train of thought had been started 
3. if the portrait were framed 
 
While there are few passives in this extract, Holmes’s explanation still maintains its 
‘scientific air’ because of the way many of the grammatical subjects are of Watson’s body 
parts, as opposed to Watson himself:  
 
1. Then your eyes fixed themselves upon your newly-framed picture of General Gordon 
[as opposed to Then you fixed your eyes upon your newly-framed picture of General 
Gordon..] 
2. your thoughts went back to Beecher 
3. Then your eyes ceased to pucker 
4. your face was thoughtful 
5. your eyes [wandered] from the picture 
6. your lips set 
7. your eyes sparkled 
8. your hands clinched 
9. your face grew sadder 
10. Your hand stole towards your own old wound 
11. a smile quivered on your lips 
 
 
Like the passive construction, which de-emphasises the human agent and places the 
(grammatical) object at the centre of the discourse, so too do the above constructions 
downplay Watson’s presence by metaphorically making the ‘literal’ object of the verb into 
the subject and agent of the sentence – for example, in sentence 1, it is Watson who fixes his 
eyes on the picture, not the eyes which fix themselves on it. In doing so, Watson is arguably 
no longer seen as human, but as a set of empirical data from which Holmes draws his 




3b. Nominalised Phrases 
 
Grammatical Metaphor: Non-Metaphorical Form: 
1. the alteration in your face 
 
your face altered 
2. that desperate struggle 
 
He struggled desperately 
3. useless waste of life 
 
Life was uselessly wasted 
4. this method of settling international 
questions 
 













1. After throwing down your paper  
 
 
Given information from earlier in the text. 
 
 
which was the action which drew my 
attention to you, 
 
New information about Theme 1. 
 
2. you  
 
 
Given information: Holmes is talking to 
Watson 
 
sat for half a minute with a vacant 
expression  
 
New information about Watson. 
3. Then your eyes  
 
 
Given information. The word ‘then’ also 
links Theme 3 to Rheme 2. 
 
fixed themselves upon your newly-framed 
picture of General Gordon, 
 
New information about Theme 3. 
 
4. and I 
 
 
Given information (since Holmes is the 
one speaking). The word ‘and’ links 
Theme 4 to Rheme 3. 
 
saw by the alteration in your face that a train 
of thought had been started 
 
New information about what Holmes saw. 
 
5. But it 
 
Given information: ‘it’ refers to Rheme 4. 
 
did not lead very far. 
 
New information about Theme 5. 




Given information from Theme 3. 
turned across to the unframed portrait of 
Henry Ward Beecher which stands upon the 
top of your books. 
 





then glanced up at the wall 
 
New information about Theme 7. 
 
8. and of course your meaning 
 
Given information: Holmes is referring to 















“This hat is three years old. These flat brims curled at the edge came in then. It is a hat of the 
very best quality. Look at the band of ribbed silk and the excellent lining. If this man could 
afford to buy so expensive a hat three years ago, and has had no hat since, then he has 
assuredly gone down in the world.” 
“Well, that is clear enough, certainly. But how about the foresight and the moral 
retrogression?” 
Sherlock Holmes laughed. “Here is the foresight,” said he putting his finger upon the little 
disc and loop of the hat-securer. “They are never sold upon hats. If this man ordered one, it is 
a sign of a certain amount of foresight, since he went out of his way to take this precaution 
against the wind. But since we see that he has broken the elastic and has not troubled to 
replace it, it is obvious that he has less foresight now than formerly, which is a distinct proof 
of a weakening nature. On the other hand, he has endeavoured to conceal some of these stains 
upon the felt by daubing them with ink, which is a sign that he has not entirely lost his self-
respect.” 
“Your reasoning is certainly plausible.” 
“The further points, that he is middle-aged, that his hair is grizzled, that it has been recently 
cut, and that he uses lime cream, are all to be gathered from a close examination of the lower 
part of the lining. The lens discloses a large number of hair-ends, clean cut by the scissors of 
the barber. They all appear to be adhesive, and there is a distinct odour of lime-cream. 
“This dust, you will observe, is not the gritty, gray dust of the street but the fluffy brown dust 
of the house, showing that it has been hung up indoors most of the time, while the marks of 
moisture upon the inside are proof positive that the wearer perspired very freely, and could 
therefore, hardly be in the best of training.” 
 
“But his wife -- you said that she had ceased to love him.” 
“This hat has not been brushed for weeks. When I see you, my dear Watson, with a week's 
accumulation of dust upon your hat, and when your wife allows you to go out in such a state, 
I shall fear that you also have been unfortunate enough to lose your wife's affection” (“The 

















1. [Hat-securers] are never sold upon hats 
2. it has been recently cut 
3. The further points … are all to be gathered from a close examination… 
[as opposed to I have gathered the further points … from a close examination…] 
4. clean cut by the scissors of the barber 
5. it has been hung up indoors most of the time 




4b. Grammatical Metaphors (Nominalisations and Relativised Clauses) 
 
 
Grammatical Metaphor: Non-Metaphorical Form: 
1. a distinct proof 
 
this distinctly proves 
2. a weakening nature 
 
a nature that has been weakened 
3. a close examination of the lower part 
of the lining 
 
to examine closely the lower part of the lining 
4. proof positive 
 
this positively proves 
5. the marks of moisture upon the inside 
 
the inside is marked with moisture 
6. with a week's accumulation of dust 
upon your hat 
 



































it is a sign of a certain amount of foresight 
 
New information: the logical conclusion of 
the premise in Theme 1 
 
2. since he 
 
 
Given information: ‘he’ is the subject of 
the discourse, and the word ‘since’ links 
Theme 2 to Rheme 1. 
 
he went out of his way to take this 
precaution against the wind  
 
New information about Theme 2. 
3. But since … he has broken the elastic and 
has not troubled to replace it 
 
Given information about the hat, linked to 
previous clause by the conjunction ‘but’. 
 
it is obvious that he has less foresight now 
than formerly 
 
New information: logical conclusion of 
Theme 3. 




is a distinct proof of a weakening nature. 
 
New information about Theme 4. 





he has endeavoured to conceal some of these 
stains upon the felt 
 
New information about the hat’s owner. 




daubing them with ink 
 
New information 





is a sign that he has not entirely lost his self-
respect. 
 


















[Holmes] “… At his command she consented to pass as his sister, though he found the limits 
of his power over her when he endeavoured to make her the direct accessory to murder. She 
was ready to warn Sir Henry so far as she could without implicating her husband, and again 
and again she tried to do so. Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of jealousy, and 
when he saw the baronet paying court to the lady, even though it was part of his own plan, 
still he could not help interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul 
which his self-contained manner so cleverly concealed. By encouraging the intimacy he made 
it certain that Sir Henry would frequently come to Merripit House and that he would sooner 
or later get the opportunity which he desired. On the day of the crisis, however, his wife 
turned suddenly against him. She had learned something of the death of the convict, and she 
knew that the hound was being kept in the outhouse on the evening that Sir Henry was 
coming to dinner. She taxed her husband with his intended crime, and a furious scene 
followed in which he showed her for the first time that she had a rival in his love. Her fidelity 
turned in an instant to bitter hatred, and he saw that she would betray him. He tied her up, 
therefore, that she might have no chance of warning Sir Henry, and he hoped, no doubt, that 
when the whole countryside put down the baronet's death to the curse of his family, as they 
certainly would do, he could win his wife back to accept an accomplished fact and to keep 
silent upon what she knew. In this I fancy that in any case he made a miscalculation, and that, 
if we had not been there, his doom would none the less have been sealed. A woman of 





































“The man married a woman very much older than himself for her money,” said he, “and he 
enjoyed the use of the money of the daughter as long as she lived with them. It was a 
considerable sum, for people in their position, and the loss of it would have made a serious 
difference. It was worth an effort to preserve it. The daughter was of a good, amiable 
disposition, but affectionate and warm-hearted in her ways, so that it was evident that with 
her fair personal advantages, and her little income, she would not be allowed to remain single 
long. Now her marriage would mean, of course, the loss of a hundred a year, so what does her 
stepfather do to prevent it? He takes the obvious course of keeping her at home and 
forbidding her to seek the company of people of her own age. But soon he found that that 
would not answer forever. She became restive, insisted upon her rights, and finally announced 
her positive intention of going to a certain ball. What does her clever stepfather do then? He 
conceives an idea more creditable to his head than to his heart. With the connivance and 
assistance of his wife he disguised himself, covered those keen eyes with tinted glasses, 
masked the face with a moustache and a pair of bushy whiskers, sunk that clear voice into an 
insinuating whisper, and doubly secure on account of the girl's short sight, he appears as Mr. 
Hosmer Angel, and keeps off other lovers by making love himself.” 
 
“It was only a joke at first,” groaned our visitor. “We never thought that she would have been 
so carried away.” 
 
“Very likely not. However that may be, the young lady was very decidedly carried away, and, 
having quite made up her mind that her stepfather was in France, the suspicion of treachery 
never for an instant entered her mind. She was flattered by the gentleman's attentions, and the 
effect was increased by the loudly expressed admiration of her mother. Then Mr. Angel began 
to call, for it was obvious that the matter should be pushed as far as it would go if a real effect 
were to be produced. There were meetings, and an engagement, which would finally secure 
the girl's affections from turning towards anyone else. But the deception could not be kept up 
forever. These pretended journeys to France were rather cumbrous. The thing to do was 
clearly to bring the business to an end in such a dramatic manner that it would leave a 
permanent impression upon the young lady's mind and prevent her from looking upon any 
other suitor for some time to come. Hence those vows of fidelity exacted upon a Testament, 
and hence also the allusions to a possibility of something happening on the very morning of 
the wedding. James Windibank wished Miss Sutherland to be so bound to Hosmer Angel, and 
so uncertain as to his fate, that for ten years to come, at any rate, she would not listen to 
another man. As far as the church door he brought her, and then, as he could go no farther, he 
conveniently vanished away by the old trick of stepping in at one door of a four-wheeler and 


















6a. Presentation of Speech and Thought Acts 
 
 
1. She … insisted upon her rights [NRSA52] 
2. [she] announced her positive intention of going to a certain ball [NRSA]  
3. He conceives an idea more creditable to his head than to his heart [NRTA] 
4. having quite made up her mind that her stepfather was in France [IT] 
5. the effect was increased by the loudly expressed admiration of her mother [NRSA] 
6. Hence those vows of fidelity exacted upon a Testament [NRSA] 
7. hence also the allusions to a possibility of something happening on the very morning 
of the wedding [NRSA] 
8. James Windibank wished Miss Sutherland to be so bound to Hosmer Angel, and so 
uncertain as to his fate, that for ten years to come, at any rate, she would not listen to 
another man [FIT]  
 
 
6b. List of Verbs in Extract 6 (First 20) 
 
 
Verb Process Type 
1. married material 
2. enjoyed mental 
3. lived relational 
4. was relational 
5. loss relational 
6. made relational  material 
7. was relational 
8. preserve relational  material 
9. was relational 
10. was relational 
11. allowed verbal 
12. mean relational 
13. do material 
14. prevent material 
15. takes material 
16. keeping material 
17. forbidding material 
18. seek material 
19. found mental  material 
20. answer verbal  material [i.e. his plan would not work for long] 
 
 
Percentage of Material Processes:           55% 
(inclusive of grammatical metaphors) 
 
Percentage of Relational Processes:            35% 
 
Percentage of Grammatical Metaphors:             20% 
                                                       
52  NRTA = Narrative Report of a Thought Act NRSA = Narrative Report of a Speech Act 
 (F)IT = (Free) Indirect Thought  (F)IS = (Free) Indirect Speech 
 
As may be observed from the following extracts, most of Holmes’s presentations of speech 
and thought acts are in the form of a narrative report.   
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1. The man married a woman very much older than himself 
for her money 
2. and he enjoyed the use of the money of the daughter 
3. as long as she lived with them. 
4. It was a considerable sum, for people in their 
position, 
5. and the loss of it would have made a serious difference. 
6. It was worth an effort 
7. to preserve it. 
8. The daughter was of a good, amiable disposition, 
9. but [she] [was] affectionate and warm-hearted in her ways, 
10. so that it was evident 
11. that with her fair personal 
advantages, and her little income, 
she would not be allowed to remain single long. 
12. Now her marriage would mean, of course, the loss of a hundred a 
year, 
13. so what does her stepfather do to prevent it? 
14. He takes the obvious course of 
15. [he] keeping her at home 
16. [he] and forbidding her to seek the company of people 
of her own age. 
17. But soon he found  
18. that that would not answer forever. 
19. She became restive, 
20. [she] insisted upon her rights, 
21. and [she] finally announced 
22. her positive intention of going to a certain ball. 
23. What does her clever stepfather do then? 
24. He conceives an idea more creditable to his head than 
to his heart. 
25.  With the connivance and assistance 
of his wife 
he disguised himself, 
26. [he] covered those keen eyes with tinted glasses, 
27. [he] masked the face with a moustache and a pair of 
bushy whiskers, 
28. [he] sunk that clear voice into an insinuating whisper, 
29. and doubly secure on account of the 
girl's short sight, 
he appears as Mr. Hosmer Angel, 













Holmes shrugged his shoulders. “He has played a not unimportant part in this drama,” said 
he. “The three men having ascended the stairs, which they did on tiptoe, the elder man first, 
the younger man second, and the unknown man in the rear—”  
 
“My dear Holmes!” I ejaculated. 
 
“Oh, there could be no question as to the superimposing of the footmarks. I had the advantage 
of learning which was which last night. They ascended, then, to Mr. Blessington's room, the 
door of which they found to be locked. With the help of a wire, however, they forced round 
the key. Even without the lens you will perceive, by the scratches on this ward, where the 
pressure was applied. On entering the room their first proceeding must have been to gag Mr. 
Blessington. He may have been asleep, or he may have been so paralyzed with terror as to 
have been unable to cry out. These walls are thick, and it is conceivable that his shriek, if he 
had time to utter one, was unheard. 
 
“Having secured him, it is evident to me that a consultation of some sort was held. Probably it 
was something in the nature of a judicial proceeding. It must have lasted for some time, for it 
was then that these cigars were smoked. The older man sat in that wicker chair; it was he who 
used the cigar-holder. The younger man sat over yonder; he knocked his ash off against the 
chest of drawers. The third fellow paced up and down. Blessington, I think, sat upright in the 
bed, but of that I cannot be absolutely certain. 
 
“Well, it ended by their taking Blessington and hanging him. The matter was so prearranged 
that it is my belief that they brought with them some sort of block or pulley which might 
serve as a gallows. That screwdriver and those screws were, as I conceive, for fixing it up. 
Seeing the hook, however they naturally saved themselves the trouble. Having finished their 
work they made off, and the door was barred behind them by their confederate” (“The 



























7a. Presentation of Speech and Thought Acts 
 
 
1. a consultation of some sort was held [NRSA] 




7b. List of Verbs in Extract 7 (First 20) 
 
 
Verb Process Type 
1. played relational  material 
2. ascended material 
3. did material 
4. be existential 
5. had relational 
6. learning mental 
7. ascended material 
8. found material  mental 
9. forced round material 
10. perceive mental 
11. applied material 
12. entering material 
13. gag material 
14. asleep behavioural 
15. been relational 
16. been relational 
17. cry verbal 
18. was relational 
19. secured material 




Percentage of Material Processes:          50 % 
(inclusive of grammatical metaphors) 
 
Percentage of Relational Processes:           35% 
 



















1. He has played a not unimportant part in this drama 
2. The three men having ascended the stairs 
3. which they did on tiptoe, 
4. the elder man first, 
5. the younger man second, 
6. and the unknown man in the rear 
7. Oh, there could be no question as to the superimposing of 
the footmarks. 
8. I had the advantage of learning 
9. which [footprint] was which last night. 
10. They ascended, then, to Mr. Blessington's room, 
11. the door of which they found to be locked. 
12. With the help of a wire, however, they forced round the key. 
13. Even without the lens you will perceive, by the scratches on this ward, 
where the pressure was applied. 
14. On entering  the room 
15. their first proceeding must have been to gag Mr. Blessington. 
16. He may have been asleep, 
17. or he may have been so paralyzed with terror 
18. as [he] to have been unable 
19. [he]  to cry out. 
20. These walls are thick, 
21. and it is conceivable 
22. that his shriek, if he had time to utter one, was unheard. 
23. Having secured him, it is evident to me 
24. that a consultation of some sort was held. 
25. Probably it was something in the nature of a judicial 
proceeding. 
26. It must have lasted for some time, 
27. for it was then 
28. that these cigars were smoked. 
29. The older man sat in that wicker chair; 
30. it was he 
31. who [he] used the cigar-holder. 
32. The younger man sat over yonder; 
33. he knocked his ash off against the chest of drawers. 
34. The third fellow paced up and down. 
35. Blessington, I think, sat upright in the bed, 












“I will tell you, then, what occurred in your house last night. Your niece, when you had, as 
she thought, gone to your room, slipped down and talked to her lover through the window 
which leads into the stable lane. His footmarks had pressed right through the snow, so long 
had he stood there. She told him of the coronet. His wicked lust for gold kindled at the news, 
and he bent her to his will. I have no doubt that she loved you, but there are women in whom 
the love of a lover extinguishes all other loves, and I think that she must have been one. She 
had hardly listened to his instructions when she saw you coming downstairs, on which she 
closed the window rapidly and told you about one of the servants' escapade with her wooden-
legged lover, which was all perfectly true. 
“Your boy, Arthur, went to bed after his interview with you but he slept badly on account of 
his uneasiness about his club debts. In the middle of the night he heard a soft tread pass his 
door, so he rose and, looking out, was surprised to see his cousin walking very stealthily 
along the passage until she disappeared into your dressing-room. Petrified with astonishment, 
the lad slipped on some clothes and waited there in the dark to see what would come of this 
strange affair. Presently she emerged from the room again, and in the light of the passage-
lamp your son saw that she carried the precious coronet in her hands. She passed down the 
stairs, and he, thrilling with horror, ran along and slipped behind the curtain near your door, 
whence he could see what passed in the hall beneath. He saw her stealthily open the window, 
hand out the coronet to someone in the gloom, and then closing it once more hurry back to 
her room, passing quite close to where he stood hid behind the curtain. 
“As long as she was on the scene he could not take any action without a horrible exposure of 
the woman whom he loved. But the instant that she was gone he realised how crushing a 
misfortune this would be for you, and how all-important it was to set it right. He rushed 
down, just as he was, in his bare feet, opened the window, sprang out into the snow, and ran 
down the lane, where he could see a dark figure in the moonlight. Sir George Burnwell tried 
to get away, but Arthur caught him, and there was a struggle between them, your lad tugging 
at one side of the coronet, and his opponent at the other. In the scuffle, your son struck Sir 
George and cut him over the eye. Then something suddenly snapped, and your son, finding 
that he had the coronet in his hands, rushed back, closed the window, ascended to your room, 
and had just observed that the coronet had been twisted in the struggle and was endeavouring 





















8a. Presentation of Speech and Thought Acts 
 
 
1. when you had, as she thought, gone to your room [NRTA] 
2. talked to her lover through the window [NRTA] 
3. She told him of the coronet [NRSA] 
4. His wicked lust for gold kindled at the news [NRTA] 
5. he bent her to his will [NRSA] 
6. she … rapidly and told you about one of the servants' escapade with her wooden-
legged lover [NRSA] 
7. he realised how crushing a misfortune this would be for you, and how all-important it 
was to set it right [NRTA] 
 
 
8b. List of Verbs in Extract 8 (First 20) 
 
 
Verb Process Type 
1. tell verbal 
2. occured material 
3. thought mental 
4. gone material 
5. slipped down material 
6. talked verbal 
7. pressed relational  material 
8. stood material 
9. told verbal 
10. kindled mental  material 
11. bent verbal  material 
12. loved mental 
13. extinguishes mental  material 
14. been relational 
15. listened behavioural 
16. saw mental 
17. closed material 
18. told verbal 
19. was relational 
20. went material 
 
 
Percentage of Material Processes:           50% 
(inclusive of grammatical metaphors) 
 
Percentage of Relational Processes:            10% 
 














1. Your niece, when you had, as she thought, gone to your room, 
2. [she] slipped down 
3. and [she] talked to her lover through the window which 
leads into the stable lane. 
4. His footmarks had pressed right through the snow, 
5. so long had he stood there. 
6. She  told him of the coronet. 
7. His wicked lust for gold kindled at the news, 
8. and he bent her to his will. 
9. I have no doubt 
10. that she loved you, 
11. but there are women in whom 
12. the love of a lover extinguishes all other loves, 
13. and I think 
14. that she must have been one. 
15. She had hardly listened to his instructions 
16. when she saw you coming downstairs, 
17. on which  she closed the window rapidly 
18. and [she] told you about one of the servants' escapade with 
her wooden-legged lover, 
19. Which [what she said] was all perfectly true. 
20. Your boy, Arthur, went to bed after his interview with you 
21. but he  slept badly on account of his uneasiness about his 
club debts. 
22. In the middle of the night he heard a soft tread pass his door, 
23. so he rose 
24. and, [he] looking out, was surprised to see 
25. his cousin walking very stealthily along the passage 
26. until she disappeared into your dressing-room. 
27. Petrified with astonishment, the lad slipped on some clothes 
28. and [he] waited there in the dark 
29. [he] to see what would come of this strange affair. 
30. Presently she emerged from the room again, 
31. and in the light of the passage-lamp your son saw 
32. that she carried the precious coronet in her hands. 
33. She passed down the stairs, 
34. and he, thrilling with horror, ran along 
35. and [he] slipped behind the curtain near your door, 
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Plate 1. Illustration of Holmes by Sidney 
Paget in “The Red-headed League” for 
Strand, Aug 1891 
Plate 2. Illustration of Holmes by 
Sidney Paget in “The Man with the 
Twisted Lip” for Strand, Dec 1891 
Plate 3. Illustration of Holmes by Sidney 
Paget in “The Boscombe Valley 
Mystery” for Strand, Oct 1981 
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